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Karl Friclay i specialind e Japanee history, He o also a fdghly trained marticl
eiritid, am :rJrPf it the Kalary .'l'.ﬁmﬂ:ru sehonl n_{ 1ﬂ1rnfirm:lu|fnp, As & resndt, he unrtes
seholarshag asd wartial il i the best treadition of whitt the fapanee call Bunbu
wyoddo (the way of larming awd the way of the swond m gecord). His travsfation and
emalysis af this aphteenth conay parable on the mental dynemes of martial shifl qre
so.complete that they need no farther inirod uction,

The Cat's Eerie SEill ny 1550 Chozan

PREFACE

Turbulence and combat are 2 part of the lives of all crestures. From the
smallest 1o the greatest, no species is utterly free of violence, least of all man,
shie has learned to kill not only for food or lor sell-defense, but in anger or
hatred, for profit, and even for pleasure. Yer this creature, man, using the
sime hands with which he Fashions tools of destruction, ereates art that cel-
chrates life: using the same mind with which he plos rapine, congeives
philosophies thar celebrate peace and harmony.

Among the mvrisd solutions ran kined s propased Tor aming its savagery
e 15 a8 inincate or mergung as the cultural and conceptual traditions sur-
rounding the Japanese practice of the Wigen (the military disciplines, or, more
popularly. the martial ars). In e medieval and carly modern Japan, mar-
tial trining appropriated the status—ias well as the forms, the vocabulary,
the teaching methiods, and even the ulumate goals—of religion and the fing
arts. By the eighteenth century they had evolved into a complex cultural
phenomenon in which various physical, technical, psychological, and philo-
sophical facrors were believed wo intermwine and interact o prowduce a cober-
ent path that guidesd both the physical and the moral activities of those whio
followed i

The mtricate entanglement of tactical, corporeal, mental, and spirit-ual
concerns hies at the heart of classical Japanese martial art, and yet it is ofien
only poorly understood. Scholars and aficionados alike have long been
intrigued by the compelling paradox of samurai mantial culture and s
wijuation of perfecoon of the arts of violence with perfect non=violence. But
o resolve this enigma, modern observers have wended e fall back on sim-
plistic notions like an unattaching “Zen mind™ thar rranscends and neutral-
izes the moval consequences of Killing.
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While this idea is not entively wrong, it misses a critical pomnt: w the carly
modem samurai, proficiency in combat and spiritual enlightenment were

(ot contending, or even sequential, achievements; they were interactive and

interdependent developments—inscparable aspects of the same phenome-
not—to be experienced smultaneously. [t was, by this time, & fundamental

premise of buged instruction in Japan that the ability w uiterly transcend any

attraction o violence was ssemdial 1o the perfection of combative skills
Punclits, drawing out the implications of a world siew (formed at the nexus
of Buddhism, Taotsm, Neo-Con fucianisim, and Shinto thought) thay stressed
monism and the interpenetration of all things and all actions, were insisting

chat the study of fighting arts not only could but st eventually become a

path o broader development of the self.

Une of the best illustraiions off the reasoning that uncler bay this con-clusion
is lssai Chowan's eighteenth-century parable about the nature of ultmate
proficency i the fighung ans, Neko no Myoptn ("The Cat's Eevie Skill™).
Tssai, whose real name was Tanba Jurozaemon  Tacaaki, was a vetired retinn-

Jer of the Sekivado domamin in Shimosa Provinee (in whan s now Chila

Prefecture), sand a prominent scholar of Shinto, Buddhism. Confucansn,
Taotsm, and military science. He published Neko o Myaputan in 1727, when
he was sixty-nine years old as part of a thirty-volume work entitled fnaka Sop
(“The Country Chuang Taa"™),

The text centers on a discussion among a group of cats, concerning thew
Eulure 1o defeat an unusually ferocous rat. Tssan uses the cats’ skills and
shortcomings as illustrations of successive levels of achicvement in martial
abiliry.

NeEo xo Myojurse—Tue Cat’'s EERIE SKILL

There was once & swordsman named Shoken, whose home was insvaded
by a huge rat that would appear and run about, even in broad daylighe.
Closing the rodent up in one room, he st his house cat 1o capturing i, but
the rar charged, leaped at the aat's Face, and bit her, causing the cat to squeal
and run away, Nonplussed by this result, the swordsman borrowed several
neighborhood cats who had made names for themselves as extraordinary
rat-catchers, and wrned them loose in the room, But the vat sat quictly ina
corner untl one of the cats approached, whereapon it leaped ow and bi
him. Seving this ternble sight, the other cats froze with fear and could not
advance.

The swordsman became enraged and, taking up a wooden sword, went
after the rat himsell 1o beat it o death. But the rat shipped beneath the
wooden sword umouched, while the swordsman sirack sliding dooys and
Chinese paper screens, tearing them o shreds. Tha spinited var bound
through the air with lightening-like speed, and even leapr at the sworeds-
man's face, anempting 10 bite. Ar length, drenched with perspiration,
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Shoken sumimoned a servant. *1 have hoard el he said, "of o peerless cat
about six or seven leagues from here. Borrow it and have it brought here.”

Thee servamt dispiatched o man. Bt when he retarned with the s the ani-
mal did not look espedally cever, nor did s body appear in any way
remunkable. Be that as it may, when the cat was placed i the room. the it
diel nest move from its corner, while the ct walked noochalantly acrina the
roon, canght i, and dvagged it back 10 Shoken.

That evening, all the cans assemmblesd in the swordsman’s home. with this
Elder cat in the seat of honor. The other cauts camse forward, kneeled. and
windd, “We are all felines of some reputation, fong-trained and skilled in this
art, Notonly ris, but even weasels amd otters, we slap down and carve up
with our claws. But we have never heard of anything like this ferocious ra,
Through whan skill were you able v bring it down® We humbly beseech you
o share with iis your wonclrous an.”

The Elder cat lasghed and replied, *You are all voung kimens, Alithough
you are experts i vour work, voun have not until now heard well of the meth-
ods of the true Wav. And so when vou meet with the unexpected, you are
taken unaware. Nevertheless, let us first hear of the extent of each of vour
trainingyg and pracoce.”

A stirewd black cat came forth from the group. “1 was boro ™ it began, "o
a house of nn-catchers and have ser my hear on thin path. | cim leap over
a seven-foor folding screen or squeese through a uny hole. 1 have been
unsurpassed m speed and acrobanies since | was a kinen, | can leign sleep or
mantemion, and have never failed w cach vans even when they run along the
roofing beams, And yet today 1 faced a vat of unimaginable prowess, and was
defeated for the lirst time o omy bile.”

The Elder cuit replied, “What vou have mastered s rehearsed form. Thus
vou cannot escape your calculating mind. The andents only Gaught tech-
nigques in order to show the Way. And so their iechniques and lorms were sim-
phe and few, and vet they contaned within them all the ultimate principals
of the are. In this Eater age, many pursue technigue and form exclusively,
somechow or other putting together vanous tncks and mastering deverness,
while never equaling the prowess of the ancients. They use their @alent, anel
coite st ome another m form and technigue, but even the semith of deverness
amounts 1o nothing. The small man, who perfects technigue and concen-
trates on skill, must alwayvs be thus, Skill is the use of the body and the will,
but it 15 not based m the Way. When one focuses on deverness one falls into
deceit, and often one’s own skills and micks are wmed against oneself.
Reflexs upon this and learm i well,”

Thereupon a buge, viger-striped cat sepped forward, = To my thinking,” it
saud, “martial art vequires the ability 10 move with &, | have, thevelore, bong
practiced breathing exercises. | have built up my ke so thar my fendens s firm
and Tull—as i w reaches from Heaven to Eanh. 1 strike down my enemies
with thes alone, securmig victory even belore | advance to fight. 1 soze rars
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with it, answering their every attempt at change of tacuc, just as the echo
answers the voice it follows. | have no conseious thought of emploving tech-
nigue, and yet wechnique bubbles forth spontaneously, 1 can strike down rats
running along ceiling beams just by staring at them; and then | ke them.
But this mighty rat came forth without form and left nothing in passing,
What is one to make of this?”

“The Elder cat rejoined, “You have wained at harnessing the impetus ol

your vital energy. but you count only on your ego. This is not the Good in

the true sense of the Good. You go forth ready to shatter the enemy, and he
comes forward o shatter you: what happens when he cimnot be shatered?
You seck to dominate and crush him and the encmy seeks 10 dominate youw;
what happens when he cinnot be dominated® Why must it be that vour will
will always be strong and your enemies’ always weak? The power that you
think fills Heaven and Earth is but a representation of the real ki It resem-
hles Mencius' ' lood-like ki,' but it is not the same. His is vigorous becanse it
carries perspicacity; yours is vigorous because w s carnied by your might.
Thus its application is likewise different. It is like the main currents of the
Yang-tze and Yellow Rivers or the might of a single mght's flood. What hap-
pens when an enemy cannot be bowed by the force of your kiz s said that
acornered rat will turn to bite a cat. He fights for his life, rrapped, and with
no other hope. He forgets his life, fongets his desives, and thinks only of the
battle. He thinks nothing of his body, Ths his will @ like ivon. How can such
an animal be made 10 submit by the loree of one's kiz™

And then a gray, somewhiat aged cat came quietly forward 1o speak. “As
you say, though ki may be vigorous, it has portents. And that which his por-
tents, however faint, can be detected. Thus 1 have long disciplined my heant
sch thit 1 do not overawe or strugele: 1 harmonize and do not oppose.
When the enemy is strong, | yield tanguilly to him. 1 engulf his technique
like a curtain enveloping a stone thrown against it | ofler even the strongest
rats mothing o fight. And ver this vat today neither bowed o force nor com-
plied with vielding. It came and went like a ghost. | have never seen the like
of this"

The Edder cat saad, “What vou are calling harmony is not a pataral har-
mony; it is a contrived harmony. You seek o evade the enemy's auacking
spirit, but when there is even the slightest presence of mind on your part,
the enemy can perceive it. You self-consciously attempt to harmonize, and
your spirit becomes muddied and lazy. When one acts out of forethought.
one obstructs one’s natural perception. And when one obstrucs one's natu-
ral perception, sublime actions cannot come forth from anywhere. But when
ome follows one's intuition, without thinking and without doing, one has no
presages. And when one has no presages, one can have no enemics under
Heaven.

“Baut this is not to say that all of what you have trained at is of no value, 1F
the Way permeates all its manifestations, all actions hold ultimate princple
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within them. The ki activates the functions of the body, When the ki s mag-
naminsots, it can lirmone with all things without kmit. When the kiis in
harmony, ome cewses to fight with foree, vet is not readily broken even when
striking metal or rock.

“Nevertheless, where there is even a speck of sell-conscious thought, all
becomes artabice, Tlis s not the naturalism of the Way. Therefore thuse you
fince do not capitulate, but become antagonisoc, What sort of art should one
use? Only be selfless and respond naturally.

“The Way has no olionate, You shoubl mot thmk, froom whot 1 lave said,
that I have reached the renith. A long tme ago there was a cat in a village
near mune. [eslept all day long and showedd no vigor of spinc Te was like a ca
carved of wossl. Mo one ever saw it catch a it And vel wherever than cn
went, there were no rats nearby It was the same wherever it had been. 1 went
o it o ask why this was, but it dide’t answer, Four tmes | asked and lour
times it gave no answer, Towas not that the cat was ignoring me, bat that it
die mot know hene o answer. 1 elid not know how i did what it did. What i€
known is not said, and what is said is not knowre This cat had forgoten slf
anel others, 1 i returoed 1ooa state of nonentity, It was like King Wen of
Chou, who attained divine warriosship, and killed not. 1 am sall Gy from
antaiming the level of thae cat”

Shoken hisd been hstening 1o these words as if dreaming. He then came
forth and bowed to the Elder cat. saying, "1 have long studied the ant of the
swornd, buit have pot yet reached the ultmate in thar path, But, having heard
vour ideas this evenmg, 18 seems than you have anamed complete mastery of
this path of mine. | beg of you: show me the inner secres.”

Vhe cat replied, “Nay, | am a mere ammal; ras are my food. Whae do |
know of huwman actvites? Bue one thing 1 once furively overheard 1s tha
swordsmanship 15 not just about strving for victory over others. It s, in a
phrase, the art thar looks upon the profound and clanfies hie and death.
One who would be 4 samural must always trainoin this art and nocturee this
will. Henee one must first permeate the principles of bfe and death, never
deviating and never wavering, using no deverness or thought, keeping one's
heart and ki in harmony, without distinguishing sell from others, and being
undisturbed like the cepths of a spring. Thus one wall adapt and vespond
spontaneously to change.

“When the Bintest thought of ennties enters one’s heart, there s rel-anv-
iy, When there is velanvity there is an enemy and a sell, who can confront
one another and fght. I thas state [one cannot | respond freely and sponta-
neously o change. One's beart has already Ballen i the realm of death and
lowt its brigh mess of spirie; how can one stand and fight dearly in this state?
Even af one wins, 1t would be bot an acodenial victory. This s noi the true
objective of swordsmanship.

“This state of nonentity should not be equated with an arrogant
vacuity. The spirt i onginally without form: it stores no things. When it
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hoards anvthing at all, the ki will be drawn o thar place. And when the ks
drawn to anyplace at all, adapability cannot funcion unrestricted. It goes
oo much where it is divected. and it does noe reach where o is not divected.
Where there s too much, one's strength over-lows and cannot be stopped.
Where it does not reach, it starves and cannot be used. Tt cannot respond
mstantly with changes. The formlessness of which | speak holds nothing and
is drawn to nothing. In it there is no enemy, and there is no sell. Ir only
responds 1o what comes, and leaves behind no tracks. The Fching says,
‘Without calculation and without artifice, being sull and unmoving: this is
what enables one's senses to penetrate all under Heaven.™ One whao studies
swordsman-ship in light of this principle is close 10 the Way.”

Shoken then asked, "What is meant by "There is no enemy, and there is no
self'"

The catanswered, “There is an enemy because there 1s a sell. Where there
is no ego, there is no enemy. Encmy is simply i name for spmething in oppo-
sition, like vin 1o vang or fire to water. Wherever there is form there must be
opposition. When there is no form in one's heart, thexe can be nothing ©
oppose it When there is nothing 1o oppose one, there is no fight. Thus there
is no sell and there s no enemy. When one forgets hoth self and other,
becoming like the undisturbed ocean depths, one is in harmony and at one
with all. Athough one strikes down the enemy’s form, one is not conscious
of it; nor 1 one unconscious of it. One is without debiberaton and moves
only with one’s instincts, When one is completely unattached o all thoughts,
the world s one’s own world, and one makes no distinctions betiveen oor-
rect anel incorrect, or like and dislike. All these come from the line between
pain and pleasure or gam and loss in one’s own mind, Heaven and Earth are
expansive, and vet there s nothing 1o be sought after outside one’s own
mind,

“The ancienis said, "When one’s eves focus only on dust, the Thiree Worlds
seem shabby and narrow; when one's hean is carefree, one’s whole life s nch
and abundant.” [This means that] when even a speck ol ambition enters one’s
vision, one canmot keep one's eves open. This hap pens when things enter into
a place that was onginally dear, and empty of things. This is an allegory for
the mind and spirit. [Menciug] sad that in the midst of millions of enemies,
even though one’s body can be crushed 1o dust. one’s hear is one's own, Even
a mighty foe cannot control one’s mind and spinit. Confucius said, "Even a
common man cannot be robbed of his will.” IFone s condused, this very mind
aids one's encmics,

“This is all 1 have w say. Only reflect on it and seek yourselves. A teacher
can only transmit the technique, and shed light on the principle. To realize
the truth of it is in onesell. This s called “acquisition through divect experi-
ence. 1t may also be called “mind-toanind transmission,” or ‘transmission
outside the teachings. This is not a matter of turming one's back on the teach-
ings. for even the teacher cannor bur convey them. Nox is i only Zen. From
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the lessons of the sages o the goals of the ares. all sequisition through direct
cxpenence is ‘mind-to-mind ransoission” and “transmission. outside ithe
teachings.” The teachings themselves are only 1o point out what is already in
onesell, albeat invisible, One does not receive such knowledge from a
teacher. I s casy o teach, and ciisy o listen. Bot it is dillicul to Gnd whate is
in onesell and w ke it one’s own This is called “secing reality, 1t is like
rousing from an ervoneous deeam, and thos may also be called ‘awakening.”
There is no difference between these terms.”

COosspstary

I this eompelling allegory, Dssad deseribies the highesa foom ol ighong
ahility as somethimg bevond the achievement of physical skills, tictical biil-
ance. and even psycho-spiritual power. He identifies absalute, Fawless pro-
ficiency in combat as a state in which one rises above all possible opponents
by deactivating all possible opposition. The ultimate warrior is one i such
perfect Tarmaony with the matural order thiat be transcends both any interest
im Rghting and any need to fight

This state is, however, qualitatively different from the sort of benign pacifism
through sirength commonly envisioned by maslern, especally Western, mar-
vial art aficionados, The bitter, exemplified by David Carracdine's character in
the popular 1970 television serves King Fu, centers om the dismissal of aggres-
sion andd ego, and on the deliberae avoudance of confhio, The consummane
warpir of this wdeal renounces war

But in the dassic Japanese wdeal, a perfect warnior s still & warnor, per-
forming the Functions of a warrion, just as the master cat descnbed in che
parable was seill & fuoctioning cat. The cat kept s netghbochood free of rats,
even though it did no overt bunting or killing. In the same way, bogei
philisophers like lssa did not advocate abandoning the workd and repudi-
ating violence, the way a monk does, but masiering volence and beasmmg
ahle ty defend the realm and serve justice without needing o actually fight.

I Nelbo o Myojrtsn, Do not only characterizes what perfec martial skill
mvolves, he tllustrates why this must be the case. The cats of the parable
tescribe increasingly sophistcated approaches 1o martial art, yet cach
approsch is inherently and irvedecmably flawed.

The swordsman's house cat appears to have telied on its physical strength
and speed alone. But, Tssai warns, no matter how strong or how fast one is,
theve will always be someone stromger or Lster—as Shoken's pet quickly
learned. This is precisely the reason thar warniors develop martial ans and
triaimn in the first plasces conditloning and the application ol wellconcoeived
tacthes €an enable relatively small or slow fighters to defent larger or faster
ones. The second Gt in the parable hid reached near-perfection of skill at
this level. Bur, reminds lssai. while physical skills and tactical canning give
one a significant edge agaimst most opponents, the very bess will not be
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taken ing some will even find wavs 1o exploit these devices to their own
advantage.

A more sophisticated alternative to relying on etther brawn or hram s 1o
focus instead on developing suflicent psychosspiritual presence 1o be able 1o
dominae and overawe opponents o submission by sheer force of will.
Thas s the lime of atack fvored by the third caie i Issai's inle. Becoming able
w crush opponents with the power of one’s spirit makes it possible to tran-
scend corporeal limitations—For the spirit. unlike the body, need not weaken

with age or illness. It also robs adversanices of any way 1o discern or anticpaie

one's stratagems—Ilor there are none o be discerned. There is, therelore, an
appealing mystique 1o fighting in this manner. Nevertheless Tssai dismisses
this as a relatively unreliable, and low-level, approach 1o combat. A more
saphisticated method vet, is o [ocus nor on overwhelming the opponent.
bt o yielding to him—deflecting all opposing force, and (lowing around it
like water in g stream. This gives opponents nothing o arike an, and leads
them to defear themselves, But even this, savs Tssai, falls shon of perfect skill
i martial art, for at this level non-violence is still an anifice that can be
detected and exploited by an opponent.

Through the voice of the Elder cat, Issai argues that w reach the ultimate
in combative skill—to place himsell beyond all possibility of defear—a war-
rior has w ehiminate all self-conscous thought or guile, and act spenta-
neously, in complete hurmony with Nature. Only by doing this can he free

- himsell from relisnce on physical, mental, or spiriial wols, and the visk of

meeting an opponent who is beter with them.

This premise is easy enough to understoud, but the ramificaons of
accepting it are profound. For the desire 1o fight, 1o win, w see justice
done, or even to survive are all manifestations of seli-=conscious thought,
ancl all must be transcended i the quest lor perfect martial are. And thus
a journey that begins with a craving for certain victory miest, il followed o
its logical end, take one beyvond outcomes, bevond fighting, and beyond
even the self

9. WARRIOR POETRY

Poetry, whach as i weitten form has the capacity bo commenicate o wmore emotional and
less rational donension to expertence, hay often been a way for martial artists 1o by to
speesk abouet ther et These selections from various fepanese schools of spear arty tllus-
trafe the various ways in which stadents of the Way have attempted to preent theis

msights and experiences.






