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To my teachers and fellow students.






Preface


There is a pattern and structure to all things. Only we can’t see it. Our job is to discover that pattern and structure and work within it, as part of it.

—Richard Flanagan, The Narrow Road to the Deep North



Something about it vaguely reminded me of an old Woolworth’s lunch counter. There were two or three tables, covered in checkered vinyl, and a small counter with stools. Stout older women stood or sat behind the counter, watching a small television tuned to a sumo tournament. We had eaten here often in our first weeks in Okinawa and had come to refer to it as “Ni-kai.” It was one of the first places Matayoshi sensei had taken us when we arrived. We followed him through the department store, past the butcher’s aisle with its pigs’ heads, past the kimonos and the perfumes, to the lunch counter on the second floor. Matayoshi sensei ordered green tea. A fly was buzzing around us, hovering over the teacups. Matayoshi sensei picked up a pair of ohashi from a container on the table—the cheap unfinished wooden chopsticks that come with take-out orders and that you have to pull apart. Ah, I thought, I’m in Japan—the legend of Musashi, who could pick flies out of the air with chopsticks. I’d seen the movie and read the book. This was Shinpo Matayoshi, the famous ancient weapons art (kobudo) master, a Living Treasure in Okinawa. But Matayoshi didn’t take the chopsticks out of the wrapper. He hardly interrupted his conversation with my teacher, in fact, but as the fly briefly stopped its flight, coming to rest on the checkered vinyl tablecloth, he swatted it with the unwrapped ohashi. The fly was dead and swept off the table. Not the stuff of legends, but infinitely more practical.




Acknowledgments

The reasons one practices any martial art may be idiosyncratic and varied, but the practice of martial arts owes much to others, and not just to one’s teachers but to all of the people one has had occasion to train with because martial arts cannot be truly learned without others. I have learned a great deal from my teachers, most notably Kimo Wall, Gibo Seiki, and Matayoshi Shinpo, but also from Sifu Liu Chang I and a number of different Taiji teachers. 

I have also gained valuable insight from my peers and fellow students, particularly Bill Diggle, long-time student and training partner, who also helped with the photographs for this book, and Ivan Siff, with whom much of this journey into an understanding of Goju-ryu kata began so many years ago. 

I would also like to extend my thanks and appreciation to Michael DeMarco, publisher of the Journal of Asian Martial Arts, who encouraged me to write about the martial arts by publishing my early essays on Goju kata and bunkai, and the editors and production staff at North Atlantic Books for their kind help and assistance, especially Erin Wiegand, Louis Swaim, and Christopher Church.

And lastly, of course, I would like to sincerely thank my family, especially my wife Martha, for their patience and understanding.




Introduction: Kata and Bunkai

On a hot July evening in 1986, I was standing in the dojo (martial arts training hall) listening to Matayoshi Shinpo explain one of the postures of Kakuho, a form (kata) from the Kingai-ryu system. We had been walking up and down the floor in crane stance, the toes of one foot curled under, ready to throw small pebbles or sand into an attacker’s face, arms out to the side like wings. Matayoshi had come down earlier to watch kobudo training. When we had finished, we began training some of the empty-hand kata of Matayoshi’s family system and our own Goju-ryu. It was already late in the evening. Sometimes Matayoshi would stop and try to explain something with the few English words he knew and then laugh.

“You no show,” he would say. “OK?” That summer, sitting in an ice cream shop in downtown Naha, Matayoshi had heard a particularly strident American pop song. The singers’ voices were harsh and nasal as they repeated the chorus, “Show me; show me.” Matayoshi had asked what the words meant, and from then on, he used the words frequently, and laughed.

At the moment, however, he was trying to explain how one of the moves in the kata was used. Although the application seemed obvious, we couldn’t figure out what he was trying to get across. With Matayoshi’s peculiar collection of a few dozen English words or phrases and our handful of Japanese words, it was like some hilarious game of charades. Matayoshi would bend down and pretend to pull up clumps of imaginary grass (we later realized).

Then he would rear back with both arms up in front of his body, elbows in, forearms vertical, wrists bent so that the hands, held above the head, formed claws. Then he would stop and hold one hand up with index finger and thumb spread apart.


[image: FigureIntro-1.tif]
Figure A-1. Matayoshi demonstrating Kakuho


“You know?” he would ask. Of course we didn’t.

Finally, someone went for a small pocket dictionary.

“Mushi,” Matayoshi said, pointing to the word insect.

“Midori.”

We all laughed. Matayoshi had only been trying to explain that it was a praying mantis technique. Nothing more. It made me wonder how many other things we had missed in translation that summer, and how situations not so different from this one may have affected the Okinawan martial arts in general. Were secrets lost in translation? What sorts of things had other students misunderstood along the way?

❀

The history of Goju-ryu has been researched, second- and third-generation teachers have been interviewed, and each new journal article or book comes up with another theory about kata. Every teacher seems to have a new and different explanation of bunkai (the analysis of kata applications), and internet discussion groups abound with imaginative discoveries of kata’s meaning and its applications. But how could so many practitioners be at odds about the meaning of things so fundamental to their art, to what they practice on a daily basis? Why don’t we know what kata movements really mean?

Every school seems to have its claim, well-established through various lineages, to authenticity, to its own interpretation of the applications of kata. In the spirit of equanimity and brotherhood, students and teachers all seem to agree that there are many different ways to interpret kata—suggesting that there is not one “right” application for each move, but also that there are no wrong answers. But is it logical to suggest that kata names a collection of generic techniques so shorn of their original meanings as to be open to any and all interpretations? I find it hard to imagine that whoever made and formalized kata movements could have been so intentionally cryptic.

The sad thing is that given this state of confusion with kata, some have, lamentably, though I suppose understandably, thrown out the baby with the bath water and chosen to point an accusatory finger and shout, “The emperor has no clothes,” exclaiming that the kata don’t mean anything—the movements are just movements and there is no system to be understood. Or the obverse, that the movements can mean anything. How did we get to this point?

❀

A few years ago, I happened on a translation of the minutes of the 1936 meeting of karate masters, government officials, and journalists in Patrick McCarthy’s Ancient Okinawan Martial Arts: Koryu Uchinadi. The meeting was sponsored by the Ryukyu Newspaper Company, but its primary organizer was Nakasone Genwa. Though Mr. Nakasone went on to publish a number of books on karate, he seemed a curious figure to be so instrumental in this gathering of prominent martial artists. McCarthy notes that after graduating from college, Nakasone moved to Tokyo, became involved in the socialist movement there, and “served as the publisher of its newspaper.”1 It struck me then that this ancient tradition of martial arts—a tradition, it has been suggested, going back to Bodhidharma—was not immune to the pressures of politics and different social agendas. Perhaps I was naive to think there was anything that could survive the insidious influence of politics.


[image: FigureIntro-2.tif]
Figure A-2. In old Shuri


Many of us perhaps still naively believe that traditions—or the high-mindedness of certain larger-than-life individuals—may protect a practice from the social or political influences of the world in which it exists. There is, in some circles, the rather ingenuous notion that traditional arts are somehow independent of politics. But to suggest that any martial art, traditional or otherwise, can develop in a political vacuum is to say that it exists outside of history. This is the same as arguing that Shakespeare or Mozart or Picasso are somehow independent of the historical events that in fact helped shape them. We are tempted to imagine that their work exists outside history because it seems transcendent, that it resonates today as much as it did with generations of sympathetic students of the arts in the past—but this is just not the case.

The underlying agenda of the 1936 meeting sponsored by the Ryukyu Newspaper Company was to find ways to popularize karate, make it more acceptable to the public, and give it a less violent image. In the process, there was a not-so-subtle attempt to make karate less Chinese, to Japanize karate. Perhaps adaptation and change are themselves part of the inexorable forces of history, but the danger is that in trimming the roots of the figurative bonsai tree, one may unintentionally kill the tree.

In his short essay Karatedo Gaisetsu: An Outline of Karatedo, which McCarthy dates March 23, 1934, it is evident that Miyagi Chojun was already thinking about the nature of karate and its popular perception by the time of the 1936 meeting. In this early essay, Miyagi emphasized that “training karate-do improves one’s health” and that “physical and mental unity develops an indomitable spirit.”2 Certainly these were laudable goals and might even convince a wary public that the aim of true karate practice was in keeping with traditional Japanese values and would develop physical as well as spiritual strength in Japan’s youth. At times in the minutes of the 1936 masters meeting, it would seem that there were disagreements—most notably over the place and importance of classical (of Chinese origin) kata—but it is clear that the participants were generally united in their efforts to popularize karate.

The larger question for Okinawan karate, of course, is whether there was any lasting effect on the development of karate in the twentieth century. We know at least that the name changed. According to the minutes of the 1936 meeting, Nakasone Genwa’s first order of business was to recommend that the name of Okinawan karate be officially changed, using the kanji characters for “empty hand” (空手) instead of the characters for “Chinese hand” (唐手) as had been the tradition. Although there seems to be no real objection to this name change, some participants at the meeting pointed out that the general population recognized the term toudi (Chinese hand) or more simply te (hand). At least in part, it seemed to be a question of familiarity, what was recognizable. Others, however, pointed out that there were those—particularly in the school systems—who resented the term tou,3 the name for the Tang dynasty used to mean China.

In this case, it seems fairly clear that this was a political issue—a change in tradition driven by the exigencies of contemporary politics. But, one might ask, what’s in a name? As Miyagi sensei suggests, “Names change, like examples do; it depends upon the times,”4 as if to imply that this would be a change in name only, having little other effect on the practice of karate or how it was taught. But which changes are acceptable because they are inconsequential, and which changes are unacceptable because their effect is detrimental over time?

The second order of business at the 1936 meeting, put forward by Vice Commander Fukushima Kitsuma of the regional military headquarters, was to recommend that new kata—Japanese kata with Japanese names—be created. Behind this suggestion, coming as it does from outside the circle of Okinawan karate masters, was the need to eradicate evidence of Chinese influence on Japanese culture. Ostensibly, of course, the discussion is again couched in terms that suggest a need to popularize Okinawan karate, which, as Nakasone Genwa suggests, “is in a slump these days.”5 However, in no uncertain terms, Miyagi says that “the classical kata must remain.”6 It is easy to understand why he was so insistent when one remembers the first precept of Goju-ryu put forward by Miyagi: It should be known that secret principles of Goju-ryu exist in the kata—and, of course, the kata he was referring to here are the classical kata of Chinese origin. So how does one reconcile these seemingly contradictory concerns? How do you popularize karate, making it less violent and more acceptable to the general public, and preserve the old kata—kata that are filled, for example, with neck-breaking techniques?

❀

Karate had already become a part of the Okinawan school system as early as 1909.7 Whatever the reasons for this move, I believe, it would have far-reaching consequences. A martial art practiced by schoolchildren is necessarily very different from the system of self-defense trained by the Okinawan warrior class (bushikaikyu) or the monk-warriors of China who may have developed the original kata. With Gekisai Dai Ichi and Gekisai Dai Ni—and various other “training” subjects added later by other teachers—Miyagi Chojun and others created “generic” kata that could more safely be taught to young people. A beginner’s curriculum based on these training subjects—along with a healthy dose of kihon (fundamental) exercise—would be less lethal, and a teacher would not be giving away the art’s “secrets.”

This seems to have been a goal that many Okinawan karate masters shared: not intentionally to hide real karate, but to popularize a version that would be more acceptable to the public. Kata were preserved, but applications received less emphasis. Group exercise and physical conditioning replaced traditional application of technique because teachers considered the techniques too dangerous for schoolchildren.


[image: FigureIntro-3.tif]
Figure A-3. Tsubo, used as a training tool to strengthen the body, stacked in a back alley in Naha


This shift in emphasis, however, continued in the post–World War II years. Dan Smith, a longtime Shorin-ryu teacher, argues that the spread of karate to mainland Japan led to teachers who “did not stay with the Okinawans long enough to learn, and the karate that was taught in the beginning was kihon.” The same thing affected karate in Okinawa after the war, Smith goes on to say, for a variety of reasons. The older teachers in Okinawa—those that knew the “secrets”—far from any intentional effort at hiding technique, Smith writes, were merely responding to “the changing times.” Smith suggests that they “designed their instruction to meet the perceived needs of the day.… Emphasis was put on kihon, kata and jiu kumite [free sparring].”8

Others have not been so charitable. Anthony Marquez, writing in the now defunct Bugeisha magazine, argues that even second-generation Okinawan teachers didn’t know the old applications. Marquez writes that Masanobu Shinjo sensei told him that the “old techniques died with the past generations.”9

Whatever the case, forgotten or just not taught, kata, and by inference the interpretation of its applications, has become a kind of modern-day Gordian knot; no one seems to have the key to untangle its mysteries. Few seem able to agree on what it means or what it was originally meant to teach. Some have tried to reconcile their differences of interpretation by suggesting that kata contain an almost infinite variety of techniques, each technique open to multiple interpretations. Still others, armed with an arsenal of Japanese terms, describe kata as if it were an onion and the different applications of its techniques merely layers of hidden meaning.

Whether it is the intent of these teachers or not, the suggestion is that if my interpretation of a move in kata is different from yours, then we are just working on different levels. This sort of response, notwithstanding its unchallenged acceptance in many circles, may conceal more ignorance than understanding, revealing an incomplete knowledge of the system while fostering a general acceptance of anything that seems to work. And it is this that has led some karate practitioners, faced with these ambiguities and a host of creative explanations that often strain credulity, to abandon the notion that kata has anything to do with real fighting, or self-defense, or that we will ever be able to unravel its secrets.

And yet the practice of kata is an almost sacrosanct tradition in Okinawan karate dojos. Through endless hours of kata practice, students are told, “Every inch of movement has meaning.” With this encouragement, the teacher only hopes that the student of karate will bring life to the kata. The difficulty comes with the student’s understanding of this advice and how one learns karate, for the most part, through imitation and creative invention.

Most movement, particularly kata movement, is taught through imitation: monkey see, monkey do. There is little discussion or verbal instruction of kata, even in traditional schools. Toguchi Seikichi sensei, the head of Shoreikan Goju-ryu until his death in 1998, makes this clear in his description of training in the old days on Okinawa: “Both Higa and Miyagi were very strict, and questions were not permitted during training.”10

Yagi Meitoku sensei, the senior student to have trained under both Miyagi and Higa, said that training in those days involved long hours of conditioning drills, and only after a number of years would Miyagi even begin to teach kata to a student. Few of Miyagi’s students, Yagi says, learned anything more than the “beginner’s way … with no understanding of what they were learning.” Yagi goes on to say that Master Miyagi “would very rarely give insights or meaning to the kata that he taught until the student showed mastery of the form through hard and consistent training,” and few, according to Yagi, stayed long enough to learn anything beyond the rudiments of kata.11

This is still true in most traditional schools of Okinawan karate today. The beginning student simply stands in the back of the dojo and does his or her best to follow the other students. What little verbal instruction there may be is usually simple and rudimentary: posture, breathing, and stance, for example. Beyond this, of course, the beginning student needs a great deal of repetition. Anything more than this—a philosophical discussion of martial principles, for instance—would be lost on the beginner; he or she has no basis for understanding it. Additionally, one might also argue that this traditional model fits the teacher’s natural wariness of beginners, who, for the most part, are not likely to stay long enough to learn what the teacher may really have to teach, to learn anything more than beginner’s karate. In the process, the teacher does not give away the “secrets” (the applications, in this case) of the kata to students who aren’t ready for them. A further rationale is that the movements must be thoroughly ingrained before one learns how to apply them, or the movements themselves will be compromised in an attempt to force their application. The teaching method provides a natural safeguard against either of these scenarios. At the same time, however, students are left with the impression that the kata is intentionally cryptic in order to foster the creative interpretation of martial techniques—that is, the applications.


[image: FigureIntro-4.tif]
Figure A-4. The author with his son Noah


Since the kata is learned through imitation, and the principles of movement in karate are generally not openly taught, one is left to discover meaning for oneself. Anthony Mirakian, a well-known Goju-ryu teacher and early pioneer in bringing Meibukan Goju-ryu to America, supports Toguchi’s observation that “there was very little talking” in the traditional Okinawan dojo. Mirakian goes on to say that, “Generally, once a student was shown the kata, he was expected to correct the movements himself … the applications were left to the student’s imagination and inquisitiveness.”12

The trouble is that this discovery method, while rich and imaginative—perhaps even personally rewarding—gives the impression that any interpretation of kata movement that seems to work is OK. In fact, this line of argument suggests there is no wrong or right, just different points of view. And this is the problem. When students learn kata solely through imitation—rather than in conjunction with a thorough discussion of the martial principles involved and illustrated in the kata—then the movements will be preserved, but their applications will most likely be misunderstood.

In his last book, on the “advanced techniques” of Goju-ryu karate, Toguchi, in effect, suggests that he developed his modern training kata to bridge this gap between kata and its applications. (These are the Shoreikan subjects Fukyu, Gekisai, Gekiha, and Kakuha.) Traditional methods of instruction—that is, imitation without asking any questions—did not satisfy the inquisitive nature of American GIs, and so Toguchi developed a series of basic katas and corresponding two-person drills (kata bunkai) to show applications. He did this, he says, because he “could not speak English” and he believed “a two-person sequence of the kata would give clear answers to the questions posed by the Americans.”13 However, these training subjects do not provide the keys to understand the movement and principles of the original classical kata of Chinese origin. This is particularly true of the two-person sequences that Toguchi developed—their techniques being elementary and the principles of Toguchi’s two-person application drills misleading with their front-to-front straight-line movement. So, even though this did introduce a different methodology into the instruction of karate, it did nothing to explain the movement or techniques of the Goju-ryu classical subjects. The techniques and patterns are fundamentally different.

The problem, as Patrick McCarthy sees it, is that “the formula once used to interpret its [kata] application principles has all but vanished.”14 But the “formula” is not necessarily the problem. It is the methods we use to teach karate that have often obscured the message, and the methods have been passed on from teacher to student, maintaining a venerable tradition that in some quasi-religious sense is meant to test the character of the student through long hours of unquestioning repetition. The teacher’s methods are not questioned; the teacher has attained his or her own exalted rank through the very means that he or she is using to guide the student. The same understanding will somehow be conveyed to the dedicated student—like a flash of Zen enlightenment—only after years of training. The kata becomes a kind of a koan for the karate student; he tests his understanding of the kata as he delves into more and more creative explanations for the applications of the individual moves.

This is the traditional approach to the study of kata. Yet the checks and balances that a thorough understanding of martial principles would provide no longer seem to exist. They have been eviscerated by rationalizations of multiple interpretations or the mystique of advanced levels of understanding. Or they have merely sunk under the burdensome weight and authority of different lineages. Certainly the discovery method is not without its benefits. It forces the student, Anthony Mirakian says, to become “highly observant, one of the most important factors in mastering karate.”15 The question is whether this benefit outweighs the drawbacks, considerable as they are, that have led to a general confusion about kata and its applications.

By all appearances, some traditionalists have gotten pretty good at coming up with creative interpretations of kata. There’s a lot of stuff out there, even if much of it is pretty unrealistic. Perhaps the problem is that there are too many karate practitioners who subscribe to the view that there are multiple applications to every move in kata. This sort of view is only a small step—a little sliding step, if you will, because it’s a slippery slope—from the notion that a technique can mean anything. And it’s not too hard in the confines of the dojo with a compliant junior student to make anything work. Or to change certain aspects of the technique shown in kata and say that you’re showing hidden techniques or more advanced levels of this or that move.

The way that kata is often performed has compounded the problem. So many of the kata performances one sees may be appealing to the eye—excessive use of dynamic tension, moves that are held too long, overly large and sweeping arm movements—but they only underscore the lack of any real understanding of bunkai on the part of the demonstrators. Even otherwise credible and supposedly knowledgeable practitioners of Okinawan karate succumb to the histrionics of this performance paradigm, and all it really does is make the bunkai that much harder to “see.” Okinawan karate, if done properly, is not very pretty to look at—certainly not very stylish or flamboyant—but it is effective. And it’s effective because the kata were created to preserve lethal methods of self-defense, not generic movements to fit any and all interpretations.

Something about this whole dispute, in fact, reminds me of a scene in Hamlet. It’s one of his later conversations with Polonius. The Melancholy Dane says, quite apropos of nothing, “Do you see yonder cloud that’s almost in shape like a camel?” The old man responds, “By the mass, and ’tis like a camel, indeed.” To which Hamlet says, “Methinks it is like a weasel.” Agreeably, Polonius responds, “It is backed like a weasel.” Hamlet then playfully suggests, “Or like a whale,” and Polonius knowingly, and famously, says, “Very like a whale.” Of course, Hamlet realizes that the cloud in question cannot have all of these qualities—that Polonius is merely agreeing with the poor boy they all think is mad. They humor him for their own ends.

Isn’t that the wonderful thing about clouds, these amorphous, evanescent conglomerations of water droplets: they can be all of these things, because in reality they are none of these things. And we know that. It’s a game. We’re not hallucinating. We are letting our imaginations play with the world around us. And it’s perfectly OK—they’re clouds. But when it comes to kata and bunkai, this approach is questionable to say the least.

There is an old Zen parable about a very knowledgeable teacher who one day comes to visit a Zen master. Ostensibly, he comes for instruction, but right away the Zen master can see that the teacher has come to show off his own knowledge or to test the master. Whatever the case, the master immediately realizes that the teacher has come with a closed mind—that is, he has come with his own set of fully formed expectations. Nevertheless, the master invites him in for tea. After they are seated, the master begins to pour his guest some tea, but he doesn’t stop when the cup is filled. The tea flows over the rim of the cup onto the table. Of course at this point everyone—even those who may never have heard the story—can tell that the master will cleverly inform the guest that metaphorically he is like the teacup; he has come already full. And in the mythic world of enigmatic Zen masters, everyone will realize the truth at that moment and experience instant enlightenment … or else the disgruntled teacher will stalk angrily away in search of someone who knows what he knows and is willing to acknowledge him for it. Cynical but perhaps more realistic.

The story is appropriate, as every martial arts teacher is certainly familiar with students who begin with their cups already full. Once in a while they arrive at the dojo to “test” the teacher, but more often they come in sincerely, even with humility, yet with expectations. Their expectations are filled with preconceptions about karate or just martial arts in general. Sometimes they are able to revise their expectations, but more often than not they just quit and move on, looking somewhere else for something to match their expectations.

This same scenario, though slightly varied, happens even with experienced martial artists. Their expectations, however, produce a kind of tunnel vision so that they see only what they have been conditioned to see. Like the old adage about the carpenter who sees the solution to every problem in terms of a hammer and a nail, the karate practitioner who has spent endless hours pounding a punching post (makiwara) tends to interpret all kata in terms of punching, blocking, and kicking. How do we bring an open mind, a beginner’s mind, to the analysis of kata? How do we make sure that we are not bringing a cup that is already full to the table?

There are all sorts of problems that tend to influence how we interpret kata; our expectations may only be a part of the problem. But admittedly, any analysis of kata that purports to be anything other than a possible interpretation will leave the door open to scathing reviews by a host of self-proclaimed experts, and that may be part of the problem. A study not too long ago, in fact, suggested that “we only trust experts if they agree with us.”16

Kata is, after all, a solo exercise that is meant to mime the movements of paired fighting in the fashion of a boxer shadow-boxing. But this exercise is not just about blocking and punching. Rather, what we see in kata is the blocking and parrying combined with seizing or grappling or tying-up techniques, followed by attacks with the open hands, the forearms, the elbows, the knees, and, in many cases, taking or throwing the opponent to the ground. Certainly this might seem as strange as seeing Marcel Marceau performing the art of pantomime in street clothes on a busy city street. What is he doing, we might ask? Of course, if it’s “art,” some folks reason, we can interpret it as anything we want. But if that’s the case, what are the safeguards? Where are the checks and balances?

Lineage might be one answer: check the lineage. But what if the person passing on the lineage didn’t know anything? This is a serious question. After all, if we look at how kata applications are interpreted by different schools of Goju-ryu, for instance, we see a lot of different explanations, and each school can argue convincingly for its own lineage. What do these differences then imply?
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Figure A-5. From left: the author with Takamine and Higa of the Shodokan lineage


One possibility, of course, is that some of these different interpretations are wrong. Some people were not taught what the kata meant and did the best they could with what they had. Or some teachers never passed on what they knew. If we were to apply Occam’s razor here, the question would be: Which explanation requires one to jump through the fewest hoops—that some schools have got it wrong, for any number of reasons, or that kata can mean whatever you want it to?

Yet we seem to have an unquestioning faith in our teachers. Of course, one might ask why the interpretation of kata
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