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The Adventure of Kendô in the 21st Century
By Stefan Maeder
Tokyo National University of Fine Arts and Music, 2007
Part 1: Introduction:
Introduction:
The encounter with Kendo and its qualified exponents in Japan can
provide a new outlook on any foreigner´s respective cultural background.
Thus it is in a spirit of gratitude that an attempt at reassessing Kendo´s
significance for matters of the present is submitted here from a viewpoint
as remote as the heights of the southern black forest in Germany.
In the course of several conversations on the subject of Kendo the
author was encouraged by his teacher, Mr. Toru Takahashi, professor of
Kendo and Anatomy at Tokyo University of Fine Arts to bring to paper some
impressions concerning the potential traditional Kendo might hold not
only for enthusiastic practitioners but for modern society as a whole.
Writing as a foreigner about aspects of Kendo, which reach beyond its
current

status

as

a

competitive

sport

may

well

be

considered

presumptuous. The saying “one who speaks of it does not know, and one

who knows does not speak of it” indeed holds true for many a religious and
philosophical concept in East and West. Accordingly a spiritual depth of
the martial arts in general and of Kendo in particular is constantly being
referred to in a quite superficial and at the same time mystifying manner in
most publications available on the subject outside Japan. On the other
hand the wealth of experience and knowledge about further reaching
benefits of Kendo inside Japan could not yet counterbalance its gradual
retrogression towards a common affair of victory and defeat. The
outlook on some traits of traditional Kendo from an outside perspective
thus may result in the following: if Kendo should be deemed unique in a
sense that no foreigner will ever be able to gain a bit of understanding,
the thoughts rendered here will be ignored and have no effect at all.
However, if traditional Kendo should be understood as a means of
benevolent exchange also on an international scale, it is hoped for that
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the present paper - despite all its deficiencies and misinterpretations –
might be accepted as a tiny contribution. When a meaningful spreading of
the Japanese way of the sword is truly intended, Kendo´s further adaption
to modern concepts of sport means taking the easy way out. For the sake
of preserving and transmitting to future generations some chivalrous
values of coexistence that are in a state of decline in the western world
and in modern Japan, this should be avoided.
It has always been taught that the ultimate goal of any historical
research is to learn from the past to accurately respond to requirements
of the present. Contrary to currents in modern society, which - as most
societies before - is quite resistant against many a historical lesson, the
tradition of Kendo is still largely founded on the virtue of respect. The
latter was and is expressed by the adherence to manners and politeness
(reihô/ 礼法) before, during and after practice. It is mutually directed
towards the respective opponent or partner (aite/ 相手), towards the
teacher(s) present in the Dôjô (=hall of the way/ 道場) and towards the
precursors on the way of the sword. Consequently the Japanese term for
“practice” (keiko/ 稽古) encompasses the practicing in the spirit of the
foregoing generations of swordsmen. It is due to their efforts that the
sets of techniques for killing an opponent with the sword were
transformed into a martial way (Budô/武道) to mutually polish and develop
one´s own personality as well as the opponent´s.
The circumstance that terms like honour, self-discipline and respect
have been abused and perverted during the darkest years of German and
Japanese history is sometimes taken to justify their decreasing occurrence
in modern day language. However at the same time there is a tendency that
also less authoritative terms like compassion, modesty and fairness
silently take their leave from public consciousness. The above are only six
of the fundamental values making life easier in any community that
considers itself civilized. But where is the connection between six
vanishing virtues and a Kendo that reaches beyond the scoring of points?
It might be put that way:
Without a sense of honour, there can be no compassion.
Without self-discipline, there can be no modesty.
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Without respect, there can be no fairness.
This applies to Kendo as well as to different aspects of life ranging
from family-life to the arts, modern science, economics, politics and
international conflicts. Kendo as a martial way unites a variety of traits
and virtues that appear contradictory to the western mind. However, what
appear to be contradictions can be overcome by serious practice. Thus in
Kendo - under the guidance of a qualified teacher - the meaning of
fundamental principles in life can be experienced physically. In turn this
leads to a much more comprehensive kind of understanding than what
could be achieved by solely intellectual or solely physical efforts. First
you challenge yourself wholeheartedly, then you challenge your
opponent. Is it not an exciting prospect that a way of the sword
transmitted over centuries in Japan can challenge and enhance modern
concepts of learning, understanding and teaching throughout the world?
The main obstacle for ethical progress was described precisely in a work
by Leo Perutz from 1923:

„Now they want to abolish war“, he continued after a while. ”War they
want to abolish! What is that good for? This here” – he pointed to the
revolver with a movement of the index – “they want to banish from the
world and all other means of the same kind. What is that good for? Human
perfidy remains, and that is the most homicidal of all murderous weapons.”
(From: “Master of the Day of Judgement” by Leo Perutz, Munich 1923, cited
and translated from DTV publishing, 4th ed. 2007, p. 57)
What could the spreading of Kendo contribute to cope with this
obstacle? Of course there are several ways to make a meaningful Kendo
accessible to people outside Japan. One of these could be a re-evaluation
of the above-mentioned set of values that once were common ideals among
warrior-poets e.g. in Japan, China, India, Persia and Europe regardless of
their religion. Today this set might indeed serve as a basic code of manners
aimed at the target of peaceful coexistence and exchange in a spirit of
mutual respect. Elaborate philosophical and religious approaches could
not yet even get close to this goal over the course of the last 2500 years.
Throughout history philosophical, religious and political concepts tend
to end up as pretexts for large-scale aggression. In consequence, why not
once try it the other way round and evaluate the relevance of a martial
way, which has its roots in aggression and was turned into a way of
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benevolent mutual enrichment by some extraordinary exponents? This is
where the adventure of the way of the sword in the 21st century begins.
Part 2: Enhancing Science by considering principles of the sword – (1:
(1:
basic thoughts)
Kendo´s potential for matters of the present is not confined to the
transmission of educational values within the international community or
to the spreading of another competitive sport. As a unique cultural asset
it holds manifold prospects for scientific research in and outside of
Japan also. A variety of principles valid in Kendo can provide the basis for
developing a comprehensive system for international sword-research to
answer e.g. the following question.
Why is the Japanese sword considered superior to any other sword
in the world? Amazingly there are no direct comparisons available.
Furthermore, arms legislation prohibits foreign historical swords from
entering Japan, the only nation where a profound knowledge about
(indigenous) edged weapons has been preserved until today. Viewing this
restriction, how could the traditional Japanese knowledge of swords and
swordsmanship

enhance

international

research

of

these

high-tech

products of the past?
Regarding the relation between the Nihontô and the Shinai let us
have a look at two common basics. Thinking about the crucial importance
of the cutting-angle in traditional Kenjutsu and modern Iaidô, the
significance of the Shinai´s thread (Tsuru) representing the back (mune) of
a real sword in Kendô becomes obvious. Keeping this in mind, the necessity
of viewing the Shinai as a Katana and not as a mere “bamboo-stick” is evident.
Another fundamental aspect of the sword preserved in modern Kendo is
the accurate application of the monouchi-area for any cutting-action.

Monouchi as well as cutting-angle are two neglected, nonetheless
essential points for the scientific evaluation of European swords also.
The above principles as well as the importance of the distance between
two swordsmen do not only apply to Kendo, but to historical cut-andthrust styles of sword-fighting throughout the world.
However, these fundamentals of swordsmanship are not considered
by the majority of scientists who focus on the technological and cultural
significance of ancient swords in Japan and in other cultural spheres. At
the same time it came as a surprise that even in Japan many young Kendoka
do not even possess a rudimentary understanding of the Japanese sword,
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not to mention European swords. As a matter of fact, with regard to a
comprehensive understanding of international swords and swordsmanship
we are not seeing the forest, because we are concentrating on single
trees. This can be illustrated by the different objectives of archaeology,
materials science and the traditional method of Japanese sword-appraisal
(Kantei). Archaeological studies are largely limited to typological
analysis,

while

microstructure

modern
of

materials

steel-types.

science

Only

the

concentrates

on

the

Kantei-system

provides

information from a practical viewpoint that was available to craftsmen
and swordsmen of the past. A comparison between the results of Kanteimethodology, archaeology and modern materials science proves the
following: the individuality of different schools of sword-making appears
neither in a sword´s shape, nor in its micro-structure, but in its polished
surface. Accordingly the traditional Japanese way of judging the quality
of swords becomes of paramount importance to assess the level of
ancient steel-technology in different cultural spheres.
The Kantei-system originated about 1000 years ago and was refined
since the beginning of the Edo-period(1600/1603 – 1867). Just as Kendô
evolved from a matter of life or death to a way of shaping ones´ own and
the opponent’s personality, the appraisal of the Japanese sword
developed from evaluating the sword as a weapon to a system of its
appreciation as an art-object. The key to understanding the worldwide
reputation of the Japanese sword is the survival of the sword-polisher´s
craft until the present. If this craft had not survived, Japanese swords
would neither display surface-textures nor temper-lines, but look as
deplorable as the sword-blades preserved in Western museums: either with
the rust of centuries on them, or with the rust clumsily removed by rough
grinding or acidic treatment. In fact the method of polishing the Japanese
sword in combination with the traditional Kantei-system represents an
independent and highly specialized precursor of modern metallurgy.
Realizing this I decided to learn about sword-polishing and to have
some fragmented early medieval European swords polished in Japan. Thus
it could be proved for the first time on an international scale that a
venerable Japanese approach to the appreciation of art can be superior to
modern scientific analysis. Some results of Kantei-application to Western
swords will be introduced in the next issue.
Part 3: Enhancing Science by considering
considering principles of the sword (2:
application and some results)
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As will be obvious for any dedicated Kendoka, studying the sword
without considering the principles of its use is like studying the pen
without knowing how to write. The same also applies the other way round
and might be put that way: pursuing the practice of Kendo without any
knowledge of the Nihon-tô, of its history and technology, paves the way
for some grave misconceptions. A shining example for the lifelong pursuit
of sword-research and Kendô was SATÔ Kanzan Sensei, founder of the
Japanese Sword Museum in Yoyogi, Tokyo, and Kendô Shihan at Kokugakuin
University. It was due to his efforts that the Japanese sword became
acknowledged as a work of art by the U.S. General Headquarter after the
war. This literally saved hundreds of thousands of masterpieces from
destruction in melting-furnaces.
The pioneers of Kendô as we know it today still handled real swords
regularly. It is the merit of NAKAYAMA Hakudo Sensei to have published the
first book allowing for a direct international comparison of Japanese
Kendô and western swordsmanship

1

. The common points and the

differences between Kendô and European styles of swordsmanship
encouraged me to introduce some results of present intercultural
research on the subject of swords and swordsmanship between Europe
and Japan. As prejudice concerning European swords and sword-fighting
could not be eliminated even by NAKAYAMA Sensei´s publication, I hardly
dare hope that this article might change this situation a little bit.
The European swords I brought to Japan dated from the 6th century
A.D., which corresponds to the Kofun-period in Japan. To the surprise of
the art-sword-polisher SASKI Takushi, Misato, Saitama-ken, who polished
them, the swords displayed the same kinds of surface-texture as seen in
Japanese swords. There was straight grain (Masame-hada), mixed grain
(Itame-hada)

and

burlwood-grain

(Mokume-hada)

visible

in

different

combinations in their polished surfaces. This finding was not a surprise for
the swordsmith and living national treasure、AMADA Akitsugu, Niigata-ken,
who - in contrast to western and Japanese scientists - was well aware that
also European steels could not have been refined otherwise than by
repeated

folding-over

of

steel-bars.

This

result

proved

that

the

traditional Japanese system of sword-polishing and appraisal holds
immense possibilities for the categorization of European swords. By
applying the superior Japanese method of polishing and subsequent
1

中山博道、中山善道：日本剣道と西洋剣技（東京、昭和 12 年）。
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appraisal, the tracing of different schools of workmanship becomes
possible also for swords that could up to now not be distinguished by
methods of European archaeology. In contrast to Japanese swords the
hitherto polished European swords do not show elaborate temper-lines.
However activities resulting from the tempering-process are well visible in
European swords at least since the era of the Roman empire. One prejudice
concerning European knightly swords is that they are heavy and clumsy
compared to Japanese swords. This notion should be put aside as a fairytale by now. It is a fact that medieval European swords are often twice as
wide as Nihon-tô, but on the other hand they are only about half as thick.
Thus the weight of a knightly sword for one-handed use rarely exceeds 1.4
kg. The two-handed swords, common from the 14th to the 16th century,
often weighed well below 1.6 kg. A Japanese sword for test-cutting or
Iaidô-practice will hardly ever exceed 1,5 kg. The knightly sword-blades
were balanced by pommels which served to keep the balance-point close to
the grip, just as in modern Dobari-Shinai. Actually a good European sword
feels at least as well balanced as a good Japanese sword. Although
European knights were trained from the age of seven, a sword with a
weight of 1,5 kilo is at the limit when agility is required.
An exciting perspective for future sword-research between Asia and
Europe is the fact that in both cultural spheres swords have close
mythological

connections

with

snakes/dragons

and

astronomical

phenomena. These analogies are represented by closely related myths
about dragon-slayers in Scandinavia (Siegfried slaying a dragon/snake),
Eastern Europe (St. George slaying a dragon and saving a lady) and Japan
(Susano-wo-o slaying a dragon/snake, also saving a lady, but pulling a
sword out of the dragon´s tail). These myths appear to have originated
well before the 6th century A.D.. The connection to astronomical
phenomena becomes obvious by star-signs inlayed in early Chinese and
Japanese swords (e.g. the national treasure “Shichisei-ken”(Seven-starsword) preserved in the Ueno National Museum, Tokyo) and by crescent- or
star-shaped punchmarks on European sword-blades. As the first iron used
by man was meteoritic, the name for iron in the middle-east, where it was
utilized first in the 4th millennium B.C., was “sky-metal”. Thus it can be
argued that the mythology of early iron-metallurgy spans a distance from
Scandinavia to Japan. The steel-sword always represented the highest
level of the iron-smith´s craft not only in Japan, but all over the ancient
world. By practicing Kendô with the Shinai and at the same time being aware
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of the sword as its ultimate origin, we are part of an ancient tradition that
has managed to transcend its violent origins nowhere, but in Japan.
Part 4: About strength
strength and the happiest face I have ever seen
In Kendo a skilful practitioner is referred to as being “strong”.
Swordsmen with significantly more insight and understanding of Kendo
than myself are well aware that the term “strength” in Kendo has at least
three different meanings:
To begin with, there is the strength of youth with its predominance
of factors like physical strength, agility and speed. Depending on the
manner of Kendo-instruction this type of strength can be divided in two
varieties: the first one is founded on self-confidence and trust in teachers,
whose pedagogical skills provide a motivation for pursuing Kendo
throughout one´s lifetime. The second one is based on fear of teachers
whose pedagogical ability is limited to oppressive measures and punishment.
This robotical strength can lead also promising students to quit Kendo
after high-school or university.
Then there is the strength of experience and patience, which
increases with age and allows for a shifting of emphasis from physical
towards mental aspects like focus and intuition. This kind of strength
allows for responding to an opponent´s actions without conscious
thought. It is said to enable skilled swordsmen to reach a level where the
opponent´s intentions can be “read” like an open book. This state that has
been referred to as “mushin” or “munen” in literature on Kenjutsu since the
Edo-period is often referred to as the ultimate state of mind for the
practicing of Kendo. Still, intuition in Kendo can be achieved also on the
basis of the above mentioned “dead” strength, with a mindset shaped by fear
in the early years of Kendo practice.
The third kind which transcends both the strength of youth and the
strength brought about by experience is the strength of the heart.
Although the connection with Kendo might not be obvious, please allow
me to relate an incident that changed my personal outlook on concepts of
strength in this Budo.
In early summer 2006 I went to visit the flea-market at Togo-Jinja
near Omote-sando and got off the train at Harajuku station. The passage
towards the southern exit was crowded as usual on Sunday mornings.
Having passed through the ticket-gate I looked for a spot to stand without
becoming overrun. I turned around to watch the masses spilling through
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the ticket-gates like fish from a bursting full net on a ship´s deck. For a
person from the countryside this view will always remain somehow surreal.
Then my attention got caught by a peculiar motion at the far end of the
sloping passage. Two persons were approaching much slower than the
flood of stylish young people intent to go shopping on Omote-sando or in
Takeshita-dori. When they got closer I noticed that they were a pretty girl
in her early twenties and her father. The father was shielding his daughter
from the swift-flowing current of the surrounding people. She was
walking in the awkward and uncoordinated manner characteristic for a
spastic paralysis. Knowing that this is by no means a flattering reaction
towards any handicapped person I could not suppress the impulse to pity
her. It was then that I caught a closer glimpse of her face and all of a
sudden felt overpowered so completely that it became difficult to draw
breath. In a figurative sense this was the strongest hit to the Men I ever
received.
She was beaming with happiness. Whether this was from the
prospect to be taken to the fashion-paradise of Omote-sando or for
another reason I cannot possibly tell. Be that as it may, from her, whose
body is not free in its motion was radiating an inner strength and beauty
that I had never encountered before. She stood out like the swan among
ducks from Andersen’s fairy-tale. While watching her and her father
slowly disappear within the crowd that walked towards Takeshita-dori, I
felt the urge to thank her for letting me see the happiest face I have ever
seen. However, as she probably had not noticed me at all I had no courage
to do so.
Having seen this beautiful strength of heart in coping with,
eventually even overcoming, a permanent physical handicap, some notions
of strength in modern Kendo began to appear quite vain and childish. At
present, one crucial goal of high-school and university-level Kendo is the
participation in and the winning of Shiai. Due to a tendency towards
winning at any cost, a large part of youthful strength is spent on
sometimes

acrobatic

manoeuvres

of

defence

rather

than

on

straightforward attack. This trend likens Kendo gradually to modern
European sport-fencing, where a mental and physical attitude of
uprightness has long since been renounced. Teaching young people an
upright and straightforward outer attitude in Kendo – also for Shiai - will
ultimately provide them with an upright and straightforward inner attitude.
For a start, why not consequently introduce the following two
“handicaps”? No stepping back and no ducking away from the opponent´s
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attack. As my teacher taught me again recently: to further true strength
of the heart not only in Kendo, we have to try to maintain our best face (一
番良い顔), no matter how tough the circumstances. Taking this to heart and
trying to apply the lesson she taught me also in Kendo, I dedicate these
lines to the truthfully strong girl encountered at Harajuku.
Part 6: The Way of the Warrior in Japan and the Phenomenon
Phenomenon of European
Chivalry（
Chivalry（2）- The last Samurai of the Kingdom of Heaven

“Kendo is a somehow degenerate form of ancient Kenjutsu and has
become a competitive modern sport.” This statement stands representative
for a variety of similar views extant among exponents of old-school (Ko-

ryû) Kenjutsu, fencing-historians and Kendoka in East and West. It can also
be encountered among students of the recently revived European martial
arts of the 15th and 16th century. Statements like the one above often
stress the “lack of combat-efficiency” in Kendo and tend to ignore not
only its history, but also its philosophical background. One aspect of this
background was to ennoble single-combat by the adherence to rules
codified by what is commonly termed Bushidô in Japan and Chivalry in
Europe. Both systems have been interpreted in different ways throughout
history. One notion however remained unchanged: erudite warriors were
esteemed as men of humane principles and ideals. This basic outline of an
educated character could be summarized by the term “Gentlemanship”.
Nowadays the pursuit of philanthropic ideals is often sniggered at.
In business as well as in science there is a spreading tendency to cynically
regard idealism as weakness rather than strength. On the other hand the
PC-game industry and even Hollywood respond to the longing for
seemingly outdated ideals like magnanimity, courage, fairness, modesty,
tolerance etc.. Two representative movies were released during the last
few years, which provided a contemporary interpretation of the image of
the noble bushi and the noble knight: “The Last Samurai“, (USA 2003) and
“Kingdom of Heaven”, (USA , Spain, Britain 2005). Disregarding historical
inadequacies, both these movies focus on some traits of a warriors´ code
of honour that were extant throughout history. By concentrating on
noble heroes and their ideals, another historical fact is highlighted
accidentally

rather

than

intentionally:

philanthropic

traits

of

a

warriors´ code were always guarded and respected only by a small
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minority. This observation holds true for Bushido and Chivalry as well as
for far more ancient Persian, Arabic and Indian concepts of chivalrous
behaviour.
Apparently this has nothing to do with modern Kendo. Or has it? The
potential and even the necessity of pursuing the discipline of the sword
for

spiritual

and

character-development

has

been

emphasized

by

swordsmen from the 16th to the 20th century. To earnestly consider the
guidelines of literate swordsmen who dedicated their life to the study of
swordsmanship without ever killing an opponent, or to practice Kendo as a
recreational activity is one of the figurative two-edged swords referred
to before. Preserving tradition for the dull sake of preserving tradition is
not the point. Aware of the steady decline of ideals during his lifetime
Yamaoka Tesshu stated the following around 1885:

“The desire for fame and riches has substituted the wish

for

enlightenment. Modern science holds a fascination for egoistic people,
who prefer scientific abstractions to human sentiment.” (cited and
translated

from:

Stevens,

J.:

Zen-Schwertkunst.

Die

Mutô-ryû-

Schwertschule des Yamaoka Tesshû. Heidelberg 1995).
This observation still holds true today, but applies in a far larger
context than in Tesshû´s time. Be that as it may, having been allowed to
catch a glimpse, I am convinced that Kendo ultimately teaches life and
benevolence in a concentrated form. If this path is chosen with
determination, a meaningful Kendo can definitely counterbalance the
tendency outlined above. With such prospects for the present, reality and
even professional routine becomes exciting. Then fictions like “the last
samurai of the kingdom of heaven” will be termed boring compared to the
adventures encountered on the way of the sword in the 21st century.

