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1
 Foreword by Doug James 7th Dan
 Over the thirty-five years that I have been involved inkarate, there are very few students that, after a few classes
 on the beginner’s course, stand out as having the potential tobe an exceptional karateka. Iain was certainly one of thosestudents when, at thirteen years of age, he started training inmy dojo, embarking on a journey that was to make a terrificimpact on his life.
 He rapidly moved through the ranks, particularly excelling inthe area of kata. Iain’s interest in kata was to become a drivingforce that inspired him to seek out its real meaning. Iain hasalways been thirsty for knowledge; questions in the class,training with other martial arts instructors and of course reading(his ‘library’ is second to none). Iain’s desire to understand katahas led to him becoming a successful author and an authorityon the fascinating area of karate practice known as ‘Bunkai’(kata applications).
 I enjoyed reading this book immensely. When a book orarticle interests me, I find that I can’t put it down. I have toread it at every opportunity until I finish it. Bunkai-Jutsu is onesuch book. It is extremely interesting and thought provoking.Iain has gone into great detail to analyse and explain everyaspect of the katas and their application in real combat.
 Some topics covered in this book may be considered as‘controversial’ by some, such as Iain’s challenge of thecommonly taught kata applications. Many people understandthe historical reasons and necessities for those applications, buthow many instructors have looked deeper? Whether you agreeor disagree with Iain’s approach to kata, this book certainlymakes a positive contribution to the discussion and expansionof ideas surrounding the ‘hidden’ meaning of kata techniques.Iain’s approach to kata bunkai will make many karate
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 instructors re-examine how they apply kata techniques, it willmake their advanced classes more interesting and it will aid inthe exchange of ideas. All positive benefits to be gained fromreading this book.
 An understanding of ‘how and why’ we perform andapproach kata is essential for a karateka to improve. I had littleinterest in kata as a young brown-belt, only kumite. Kata wasjust something you needed for gradings, or so I thought. Onattaining my first-dan – like many new black-belts – I askedmyself, “What is kata really all about? ” As I sought a deeperunderstanding, I found kata practice to be more enjoyable,exciting and my performance of kata just got better and better.As a result of my experiences, I tell my students to ‘live’ thekata as they perform it. Then, and only then, will they begin tolearn its lessons.
 By adopting the approach Iain has detailed in this book, thepractice of realistic bunkai will make kata practice much moreinteresting from both the instructor’s and student’s point ofview. This can only be of benefit to the art of karate as awhole, and that is why this book has my endorsement.
 I feel very proud of Iain’s achievements as an author, and thathis training within the Chojinkai organisation gave him thefoundation on which to build his ideals. His strength ofcharacter and determination, together with his strong values,loyalties, close family and friendships will ensure him moresuccess and guarantee him a bright future within the martialarts.
 I have no doubt that Iain will continue to strive forknowledge, expanding and developing his ideas in all areas ofthe martial arts. After both his first book Karate’s GrapplingMethods and now Bunkai-Jutsu, I am sure that there will bemany more books to come. I look forward to reading them allwith great interest.
 Doug James 7th Dan
 2
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Introduction
 The term ‘Bunkai-Jutsu’ is taken to mean ‘the application ofthe techniques and concepts of the katas in combat.’ The
 word ‘bunkai’ literally means ‘analysis’. Hence, when peopletalk about ‘kata bunkai’ they are referring to an analysis of thekata. However, throughout the karate community ‘bunkai’ is thecommon term used to describe the fighting techniques of thekata. The term ‘Jutsu’ means ‘method’ and is used in referenceto the actual application of techniques in combat, eg ‘Kenjutsu’– ‘The method of using the sword in combat.’ Hence ‘Bunkai-Jutsu’ can be taken to mean ‘the application of the techniquesand concepts of the katas in combat.’ This book will essentiallycover two areas. The first area is the analysis of the katas sothat the reader can understand the combative techniques andconcepts upon which the katas are based. The second area isthe actual application of those techniques and concepts in realcombat. It is difficult to discuss both areas separately due totheir interdependence. Hence, I decided upon the title of‘Bunkai-Jutsu’ for this book as the single term captures bothareas of discussion.
 The practice of kata is common to the majority of karatestyles, and yet kata is without doubt the most misunderstoodarea of karate practice. Many people practice the katas butmost, if they were honest, would be at a loss to tell you why.In the vast majority of today’s karate dojos, katas arebegrudgingly learnt and practised simply to satisfy gradingrequirements. When you study the writings of the past masters,you cannot fail to be impressed by the importance they placedupon kata. The founders of karate insisted that kata was themost important part of the art. Today, the karate world ispredominately split into two camps. Those that believe kata isan archaic waste of time that should be abandoned, and thosethat stress the importance of kata, but when asked to justify thatimportance often resort to simply stating, “It’s traditional.”
 The purpose of this book is to help karateka, who wish topractice karate as an effective and complete system of fighting,
 3
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 to extract the frighteningly potent techniques contained withinthe katas. It is hoped that this book will help the reader tounderstand why the past masters placed so much emphasis onkata training. The katas should not be abandoned or slighted,but embraced, because it is within the katas that you will findsome of the most effective unarmed fighting techniques everdeveloped. The katas are a living record of the art’s originalmethods and it is within the katas you should look if you wishto practice karate in its purest and most potent form.
 This book is not simply about showing you what various katamovements are for. Rather, it is hoped that this book will helpyou to extract the information contained within the katas foryourself. We will discuss the combative concepts associatedwith the katas so that you will be better equipped tounderstand the katas themselves. The katas are, after all,nothing but a physical manifestation of these concepts. With anunderstanding of the combative concepts upon which the katasare based, you will be able to determine the purpose ofindividual kata movements for yourself. Everything you need tobe able to understand and apply the original fighting techniquesof karate is recorded within the katas. You just need to be ableto access that information.
 The amount of information within the katas is vast. All thekatas contain strikes, punches, kicks, throws, takedowns, armlocks, chokes, attacks to weak points, strangles, wrist locks, leglocks, neck cranks, ground fighting, weapon defences,footwork, strategy, etc. In the past, it was common for a wholestyle to revolve around a singe kata. The old masters wouldknow, at the most, two or three katas. However, they fullyunderstood that within those katas was all the information theywould ever need. Every single kata is a complete system offighting in its own right! It is hoped that this book will help youto better understand the works of genius that are the katas.
 Before we move on to discuss the history and evolution ofkata, I’d like to conclude this introduction by offering you mysincere thanks for purchasing this book and for taking the timeto read it. I’d also like to thank you for your interest in theapplication of the katas in real combat. I sincerely hope thatthis book is of some help to you in your quest to develop yourown unique understanding of Bunkai-Jutsu.
 4
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Chapter 1
 A brief historyof kata
 Kata has always been an integral part of karate practice. Tounderstand the history and development of kata practice, it
 is necessary to look at the history and development of karate asa whole.
 The recording of information through physical movement isprobably as old as mankind itself. Ancient cultures often usedsequences of physical movements as a method to pass on theirculture to the next generation. Part of this culture wouldundoubtedly be the fighting and hunting techniques that thegroup had refined and found to be most successful. Sincecombat is a physical activity, there can be little doubt that themost effective way for an individual to learn the combativeskills of the group would be to copy the physical movements ofthose who were more experienced. The elders woulddemonstrate the various combative movements and the youngermembers of the group would try to emulate them. These skillswould eventually be further refined and then passed on tosubsequent generations. It is in this way that the first ‘katas’would have been created.
 It was on the island of Okinawa that the system of fightingthat came to be known as karate was developed. Okinawa isone of a chain of islands that are collectively known as theRyukyu Islands. Okinawa lies five hundred and fifty miles eastof Mainland China, approximately halfway between China andJapan.
 During the 11th century, a number of Japanese warriorsfleeing from the Taira-Minamoto wars made their way to
 5
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 Okinawa. Many of the Minamoto samurai took Okinawan wivesand remained upon the island for the rest of their days. Thebujitsu of the Minamoto samurai had a large influence on thefighting methods employed by the Okinawan nobles. One partof Minamoto bujitsu that had an influence on the developmentof karate was the idea that all motion is essentially the same.Whether striking, grappling or wielding a weapon, theMinamoto samurai taught that all combative methods reliedupon similar physical movements. An individual would betaught a particular physical movement and would then beshown how that movement could be adapted to achievevarying goals. The results of this combat philosophy can still beseen in modern day karate. It is not uncommon to see a singlemovement in a kata to be given several different applications.This use of multiple applications, whilst sometimescontroversial, is historically correct. By affording a movementmultiple applications the founders of what became known askarate ensured that great amounts of information could becontained in katas of a manageable length. The use of multipleapplications also helps ensure a quick response in combat. Thisis because the practitioner has not learned many differentmovements for many different situations, which is extremelyundesirable as the brain will have to sift through large amountsof information before being able to determine the appropriatemovement. Instead, the practitioner will have learnt a relativelysmall number of movements that can be applied to manysituations.
 In 1377, the king of Okinawa expressed his allegiance to theemperor of China and this resulted in a huge influx of Chineseculture and customs. Chinese combative systems and ideas wereincluded in this importation of information. It was in 1392 thatthirty-six Chinese families emigrated to Kume village inOkinawa as part of a cultural exchange. Amongst these thirty-six families were a number of Kempo experts who had a hugeinfluence on the growth and development of the nativeOkinawan fighting systems. Over the years, the Chinesetransported many of the katas practised within modern karate toOkinawa, and their fighting methods were the inspirationbehind many others. Indeed, many of the katas are named after
 6
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7
 A brief history of kata
 the Chinese martial artists who created or inspired them, forexample Kushanku, Wanshu, Chinto, etc.
 In 1429, King Sho Hashi wished to improve the standing ofOkinawa and as a result the Okinawan people began to lookoutward to other countries. This resulted in trade withIndonesia, South-East Asia, Korea, Japan and, of course, China.The towns of Shuri and Naha became famous as trading centresfor luxury goods. Later these towns would also gain notorietyfor the systems of fighting that bore their names. This influx oftrade also led to the exchange of combative ideas that furtherinfluenced the native fighting systems and the katas used torecord these systems.
 In 1477, Sho Shin (the king of Okinawa) imposed a ban onthe private ownership and stockpiling of weapons by civilians.In addition, all the nobles were required to live close to Shuricastle. This attempt to control the people of Okinawa had ahuge effect on the nature of the native fighting systems. In themajority of fighting systems throughout the world, weaponswere always the first choice. No warrior would choose to fightwith their bare hands if they could use a weapon. The banningof weapons resulted in the Okinawan people having no otheroption but to use their unarmed combat skills in the event ofattack. Naturally, this acted as a catalyst in the advancement ofthe island’s unarmed fighting systems.
 The moving of the nobles close to Shuri castle also had aneffect on the development of karate. It was common practicethroughout the world for kings to keep nobles close at hand.This made the organising of meetings etc a great deal easierand ensured that the families of the various nobles were withinhostage-taking distance. This would ensure loyalty to the kingand could be used as a strong negotiating tool in the event ofany disagreements. The nobles would also be granted favoursand social status for their loyalty and service. Many of thenobles would practice martial arts to ensure that they had theskills needed to maintain order and to protect the king shouldthe need arise. Strong fighting skills would be acknowledgedand rewarded by the king. Hence, the practice of martial artswas strongly encouraged amongst the nobles. It was, therefore,the upper classes of Okinawa that were predominatelyresponsible for the cultivation and development of karate, and
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 not, as is commonly thought, the lower classes. The upperclasses of Okinawa would actively seek out instruction in themartial arts and had the resources and opportunity to do so, asafforded them by their position. This resulted in the furtherdevelopment and formation of family styles based uponChinese Kempo.
 In 1609, Japan was ruled by the Tokugawa shogunate, whichmaintained power through the skilful playing off of one factionagainst another. The Tokugawa clan had previously subjugatedthe Satsuma clan but they still considered them to be a threat,and hence they were sent to invade Okinawa. This wouldensure that the Satsuma samurai were out of the way and it hadthe added bonus of punishing the Okinawans for failing tosupply Japan with the supplies it required for a previous attackon China. The invasion was successful and once again theOkinawans were prohibited from possessing weapons. AnyOkinawan found in possession of a weapon would be severelypunished. This attempt to subjugate the Okinawan peopleresulted in many clashes between the Okinawans and theSatsuma samurai. The Okinawans had no option but to rely ontheir unarmed fighting skills in addition to the combative use ofdomestic and fishing tools. Various laws were imposed by theJapanese to eradicate all traces of the Okinawan fightingsystems. This resulted in karate being practised in secret for fearof being discovered. This had a profound effect on karate. Thekatas and, in particular, their applications, became furthershrouded in secrecy. A kata and its combative applicationswould only be revealed to the most trusted student. The effectsof this are still felt today because the original meanings of somekata movements will have gone to the grave with the kata’searly practitioners. An additional effect of secrecy was thatkarate became extremely violent, as its only purpose at thattime was to quickly disable any assailant.
 The Satsuma clan maintained control over Okinawa for nearlythree centuries until Okinawa officially became part of Japan.The system of fighting employed by the Satsuma samurai wasJigen-Ryu Bujitsu. Some of the Okinawan nobles wereinstructed in this system and hence it will have had aninfluence on the native traditions. Indeed, Bushi Matsumura (akarate master who was employed by the king of Okinawa as a
 8
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9
 A brief history of kata
 bodyguard) gained his teaching certificate in Jigen-Ryu. It isMatsumura who is accredited with synthesising Jigen-Ryu withChinese and indigenous Okinawan systems to form whatbecame known as the Shuri-te style of karate.
 From what we have seen so far we can conclude that karateis a synthesis of many different fighting systems. Okinawa’sunique position in the world and the various bans on weaponrymade it the ideal place for a highly effective system of unarmedcombat to develop. Over many centuries the Okinawans hadthe opportunity to study a wide range of differing combativetraditions and take the most effective techniques and conceptsfrom each to form a uniquely efficient system. Not only did theOkinawans have the means, but they also had the motivation.Whilst in other cultures the development of effective unarmedfighting skills would take second place to the development ofweapon skills, the Okinawans were not afforded this luxury. Itis also important to understand that the Okinawan fightingsystems were closely guarded secrets.
 Many of the katas practised at this time were Chinese inorigin, but they would have been influenced by the techniquesand concepts gleaned from fighting systems originating in otherparts of the world. The Okinawans also developed katas torecord their own fighting systems. The only purpose of kata atthis point in history was to record highly effective and brutalmethods of combat, and to provide a training method to perfectthose methods. However, things were soon to change. Asmodern karate practitioners who desire effective combat skills,we need to be aware of these changes.
 The Tokugawa shogunate was abolished in 1868 as Japanmoved from feudalism to democracy. During this time, theJapanese abandoned many aspects of their culture that wereattached to feudalism. The class structure, the wearing ofswords by samurai, the styling of the hair into the ‘top-knot’ etcwas all to be abolished. However, the Japanese authorities werekeen to continue to foster many of the values associated withthe past. It was felt that the practice of martial arts wouldpromote health, would develop a strong spirit and encouragemorality in the Japanese people. It was also felt that martialpractice would help the Japanese to maintain a sense ofnational identity in the wake of political change and foreign
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 influence. The ministry of education supported the developmentof ‘sporting’ martial arts that continued to foster the valuesassociated with bushido. Hence, arts such as judo and kendowere strongly promoted in Japan’s education system. It was alsofelt that the healthy bodies and strong spirits developed throughthe practice of budo would be an aid to Japan’s growing army.
 In 1891, during their medical examination for recruitment intothe army, the exceptional physical condition of two youngkarateka (Yabu Kentsu and Hanashiro Chomo) was noted. As aresult, the military enquired as to whether karate would be anaid to the Japanese war machine, as judo and kendo had been.This idea was ultimately abandoned due to the disorganisationof the karate fraternity, the length of time it took to becomecompetent, and because of fears that the Japanese troops mayuse their newly found skills in brawls. However, at the turn ofthe twentieth century, a group of karate practitionerscampaigned to have karate put on the Okinawan schoolsystem’s curriculum, in the belief that young men with healthybodies and moral character would be far more productive inJapanese society.
 In 1901, the great ‘Anko’ Yasutsune Itsou (1830–1915)campaigned successfully to get karate added to the physicaleducation program of the Shuri Jinjo Elementary School. As itstood, Itsou believed karate to be too dangerous to be taught tochildren and set about disguising the more dangeroustechniques. As a result of these modifications, the children weretaught the katas as mostly blocking and punching. Itsou alsochanged many of the more dangerous strikes (taisho, nukite,etc) into punches with the clenched fist. This enabled thechildren to gain such benefits as improved health and disciplinefrom their karate practice without giving them knowledge of thehighly effective and dangerous fighting techniques that thekatas contain. In 1905, Itsou was appointed as karate teacher tothe prefectural Dai Ichi College and the prefectural teachers’training college. In 1908, Itsou wrote a letter to the educationdepartment outlining his views on karate and asking that it beintroduced onto the curriculum of all Okinawan schools. Itsouwas granted his wish and karate became part of the educationof all Okinawan children.
 10
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11
 A brief history of kata
 Itsou’s modifications resulted in huge changes to the way theart was taught. The emphasis was now placed firmly on thedevelopment of physical fitness through the group practice ofkata. The children would receive no instruction in thecombative applications associated with the katas anddeliberately misleading labels were adopted for the varioustechniques. Today, it is Itsou’s terminology that is mostcommonly used throughout the world and it is important tounderstand why this terminology developed.
 It is important to remember that many of the names given tokata movements have no link with the application of thatmovement. Terms such as ‘Rising-block’ or ‘Outer-block’ stemfrom the watered down karate taught to Okinawan schoolchildren, and not the highly potent fighting art taught to theadults. When studying bunkai, be sure that the label does notmislead you. Itsou’s changes also resulted in the teaching ofkata without its applications. The traditional practice had beento learn the kata and when it was of a sufficient standard (andthe student had gained the master’s trust) the applicationswould be taught. However, it now became the norm to teachthe kata for its own sake and the applications might never betaught (as is sadly still the case in the majority of karate schoolstoday).
 Itsou is often criticised for ‘blunting’ karate due to the changeshe instigated, but I feel this is grossly unfair. At that time, karatewas essentially a dying tradition and had Itsou not ensured thatit adopted the modern characteristics, which had already beentaken onboard by judo and kendo, karate may well have diedout altogether. Itsou will have had no idea that his ‘children’skarate’ would become the world’s most popular martial art.Hence, he would not have known what a profound effect hischanges, and the changes of those who followed him, were tohave. The majority of today’s karate practitioners practice the artin the children’s way and not as the effective combat art it wasoriginally intended to be. Indeed, Itsou himself encouraged usto be aware of this difference. In 1905 Itsou wrote, “You mustdecide whether your kata is for cultivating health or for itspractical use.” Itsou was an extremely talented fighter whoencouraged his adult students to “Always practice kata with itspractical use in your mind.”
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 In the mid 1930s, Gichin Funakoshi (a student of Itsou’s andthe founder of Shotokan karate) led a movement to gain karatenational recognition from Japan’s leading martial artsassociation, the Butoku-Kai. After numerous meetings anddemonstrations, karate was finally granted national recognition,but there were a number of conditions attached. The Butoku-Kai insisted that karate develop a unified teaching curriculum,distance itself from its Chinese origins, adopt a standard traininguniform (a lightweight judo gi was decided upon), assign asystem of ranking (the Kyu-Dan grade system of judo), developa system of competition and to further reduce some of themore violent methods employed.
 Funakoshi and his group were successful in these tasks andkarate gained national recognition and hence continued tospread. These changes were vital if karate was to continue togrow, but again they had a negative effect on the combativeaspect of the karate katas. The more potent techniques andmethods contained within the katas were further obscuredbecause of concerns at the brutality employed. The birth ofcompetition and the grading system eventually resulted in manypractitioners being predominately concerned with the look ofthe kata in order to win trophies and pass exams. Competitivesparring also resulted in karate beginning to focus on the defeatof other karateka in competition, as opposed to the defeat of aviolent and untrained attacker in actual combat. I would againcaution the reader against viewing these changes in a negativelight. Certainly they had a negative effect on the effectiveness ofthe art with regards to the way it was practised. However, ifthese changes had not been made, it is extremely unlikely thatkarate would ever have left Okinawa, if it survived at all! Thesechanges ensured the survival of karate and the katas associatedwith it. The katas contain all the principles and methods of theoriginal fighting art. If we wish to practice the original karate,all we need to do is alter the way we approach the katas.
 In conclusion, the unique culture on the island of Okinawacreated an environment in which effective unarmed fightingskills would develop. The katas are a record of highly effectivefighting techniques and concepts that were developed andrefined after exposure to many systems. However, varioushistorical events – although vital for the survival of karate –
 12
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 have resulted in the combative applications of the katasbecoming obscured.
 It is hoped that after reading this chapter you are more awareof the evolution of kata and some of the issues associated withunderstanding their applications.
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Chapter 2
 Performing the katas
 In this chapter, we will look at the actual performance of thekatas. Within the katas we can find many highly effective
 fighting techniques and principles. However, we can onlyaccess those techniques and principles if the kata is of asufficient standard. As an analogy, if some information is writtendown with great care such that all the spelling, punctuation etcis correct, then that information will be easily understood byanyone who reads it. However, if the information is poorlyrecorded (words spelt incorrectly etc) then that information willbe lost in whole or in part. It is the same with kata. We need toensure that the katas are correctly practised and taught ifinformation is not going to be lost. It is also important that thekatas are correctly ‘recited’ so that they can be fully understood.A major part of kata are the thoughts and emotions that shouldbe honed and experienced during practice. If the katasthemselves are insufficiently learnt and poorly performed thenthe rest of the information in this book will be of little use, asthe foundation will not have been correctly laid. Kata has to becorrectly learnt, performed, understood, interpreted andexpressed if it is to reveal its secrets.
 The founders of karate created the katas in order to pass onthe techniques and skills needed to protect ourselves fromviolent assault. Kata does bring the karateka many otherbenefits besides effective fighting skills. These benefits includesuch things as improved health, greater mental and physicalcontrol, a greater understanding of self, enhanced self-confidence, discipline etc, but these benefits, worthwhile
 15
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 though they may be, are not kata’s primary purpose. Theprimary purpose of kata is to enable us to inflict pain upon ouraggressors in response to unprovoked acts of violence. Somepeople do not care for this view and talk of how theperformance of a perfect kata can be an end in itself. A RollsRoyce that does not start up may look beautiful, but it couldnot be described as perfect because it cannot perform the taskit was designed to do. Likewise, the katas were designed foruse in combat and, therefore, I fail to see how a kata thatcannot be used in combat can ever be described as ‘perfect,’regardless of how visually pleasing it may be. Gichin Funakoshiin his book Karate-Do Kyohan states, “Once a form has beenlearned, it must be practised repeatedly until it can be appliedin an emergency, for knowledge of just the sequence of a formin karate is useless.” If a karateka is unable to use the kataeffectively then, in my opinion, what they are practising is notfit to be called kata.
 Everything that is needed to survive a violent assault shouldbe rehearsed and refined during kata practice. This includes notonly the techniques themselves but also the correct mentalattitudes. All too often we see great emphasis being placed onensuring that the limbs etc are in the correct positions whilstnone is placed on what the student should be thinking andfeeling. This type of practice leads to katas that are hollow andthis must be avoided at all costs. The katas should be completemental and physical exercises that enhance the student’sfighting ability every time they are practised. For clarity, weshall discuss the physical and mental aspects of the katasseparately. However, it is important to understand that bothaspects are dependent upon one another and cannot beseparated in practice.
 Learning the katasKata is something that must be learnt from a qualified andknowledgeable teacher. Although books and videos canenhance understanding and aid memory, they are no substitutefor proper instruction. Your choice of instructor will be the mostimportant decision you make with regards to your karate. Donot make it lightly or base your decision on such superficialthings as the distance from your home or cost. The important
 16
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 thing is how good the instructor can make you, as opposed tohow good they are. You require a Sensei, not a bodyguard.Visit a number of dojos and look at the standard of thestudents, the way they are dressed and their attitudes to oneanother as well as to the instructor. What qualifications does theinstructor have? Are there separate classes for beginners,intermediates and advanced? Are there adequate first aidfacilities? etc. The Sensei/student relationship is a special one. Ifyou find a Sensei with a deep understanding of karate and agenuine love of the art, and if you are prepared to study hardwith dedication, openness and honesty, then you are sure tomake good progress in all aspects of karate.
 How you are taught the katas will be a matter for yourteacher. It is common for the kata to be taught in stages. Forexample, the first few moves will be taught, then when thestudent has a reasonable grasp of them, they will be shown thenext couple, and so on until the whole sequence isremembered. The techniques will then be further refined as theemphasis shifts to timing, rhythm, correct use of strength, etc.As the student progresses, the corrections will become moreand more finite as they strive for the unattainable goal ofperfection. Once the kata is of a satisfactory standard, thestudent should begin to receive instruction on the applicationsof the movements. Understanding the applications will improvethe student’s performance of the kata. As the student’sperformance of the kata improves so will their ability to applythe techniques. This spiralling effect should be at the heart ofkata practice. When the Sensei is happy with the student’s kata,they will then be allowed to move on to study the next one. Itis far better to have a good understating of one kata than asuperficial understanding of many. Do not rush when learningthe katas or be in a hurry to move on to the next one. Takeyour time and always emphasise quality over quantity.
 One of the accusations commonly directed at kata practice isthat it is ‘boring’. Part of the problem is that few peopleunderstand kata and as a result the students fail to see anyvalue in its practice. Another problem is the constant repetitionthat is required for competence to be achieved. I am sure thatthe world’s best sprinters have at some point in their career gotbored running up and down the track. Top golfers probably get
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 bored practising their putting, and Olympic weight lifters getbored of lifting weights. Yet these people possess the necessarymental strength to continue to practice. Long after othersbecame ‘bored’ and stopped practising, they can be found stillworking and that is why they are at the top of their field.Everyone wants to be good and yet only a few are prepared toput in the work that is required to achieve high skill levels. Geta good teacher, gain a good understanding of the katas, take onboard any criticisms and practice relentlessly if you want yourkatas, and indeed all aspects of your karate, to be of a highstandard.
 VariationsThe exact ways in which the katas are performed varies fromstyle to style and even from instructor to instructor. Variationsdue to forgetfulness, insufficient study, poor technique, laziness,etc, are obviously undesirable. However, this does not meanthat all variations are unacceptable. Every one of us is differentand it is impossible for everybody to perform the katas inexactly the same way. A short and stocky person’s kata will bedifferent to a tall and thin person’s. Not better or worse, justdifferent. That said, it is up to the individual to try to adaptthemselves to the kata and not the other way around. Anoverweight person should lose weight, a stiff person shouldincrease their flexibility and a weak person should increasetheir strength rather than use their current condition as anexcuse for poor performance. Making excuses requires noeffort, making progress requires plenty, and that is why mostpeople opt for the former. We are all individuals with differingattributes so some variation is inevitable. So long as thesevariations do not erode the underlying principles of the kataand occur through Shuhari then they can be looked upon asacceptable, perhaps even desirable.
 The concept of Shuhari is best explained by splitting the wordup into its component parts. ‘Shu’ means to copy thetechniques and teachings of the instructor as closely as possible.Great attention should be placed on even the smallest of detailsso that good form is developed. ‘Ha’ refers to the freedompermitted for subtle changes that will inevitably occur due tovariations in physiques combined with the student’s own
 18
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 experiences and understanding of karate. ‘Ri’ is when thekarateka has mastered the techniques to the point were they areno longer ‘techniques’ as such, but become part of their being.The karateka will adapt and change their actions to perfectlymatch the circumstances. Shuhari is the vehicle for karate’sevolution and hence its survival.
 Today, there is often a rivalry between various schools orstyles, with each professing that their particular way of doingthings is the best. Whilst there is nothing wrong in having pridein one’s particular school, I feel that when this pride leads to aderogatory attitude to other groups or styles it is harmful tokarate as a whole. The idea of ‘styles’ was a distasteful conceptto many of the past masters, who preferred to view all karate asone. In Karate-do: My Way of Life, Gichin Funakoshi (founderof Shotokan) wrote, “There is no place in contemporary karate-do for different schools…I have heard myself and my colleaguesreferred to as the Shotokan School, but I strongly object to thisattempt at classification. My belief is that all these ‘schools’should be amalgamated into one so that karate-do may pursuean orderly and useful progress into man’s future.” KenwaMabuni (founder of Shito-Ryu) once said, “There are no styles ofkarate-do, just varying interpretations of its principles …Peopleseem to place too much emphasis upon this style or that style, thisteacher or that teacher, winning and losing. This has nothing todo with karate’s ultimate aim.”
 When talking about kata, the following analogy may help youto understand that, regardless of style, all karateka practiceessentially the same thing. Two people are to write down thesame poem. One uses a computer and prints out the poem inblack block capitals on brilliant white paper. The other writes itdown in their normal handwriting, using a red pen on acrumpled piece of brown paper. Whilst the two poems willlook very different at first glance, closer examination will revealthat the information contained is identical. It is the same withregards to the differing ways in which the various styles orschools perform the katas. Shotokan’s Tekki may look verydifferent to Wado-Ryu’s Naihanchi but they are based upon thesame concepts and contain the same information. It is far betterto concentrate on understanding the common principles upon
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 which all karate rests, rather than obsess about what areessentially superficial differences.
 Technical/physical componentsAs previously explained, the ways in which the katas areperformed vary from style to style. However, all karate stylesadhere to a common set of principles. These principles aremerely good physics and, as such, must not be deviated from ifeffectiveness is to be attained.
 There are no superfluous movements in kata, nor should anybe added. Be sure that all techniques are performed with theminimum amount of movement. For example, do not let theelbows flap when the fists are held on the hip, do not hunchthe shoulders when punching, do not rock forwards andbackwards when moving from stance to stance etc. Assume allstances smoothly and be sure to maintain good balance at alltimes. It is especially important not to bob up and down whenassuming stances. It is said that when performing kata the ‘hara’must be kept weighted down. The hara is traditionally thoughtto be the point from which the ‘Ki’ or ‘life force’ originates. Thispoint is located approximately four centimetres below thenavel, half way between the belly and the spinal column. It isup to the individual to decide if they subscribe to a belief in Ki.Personally, I do not. The hara does have a vital role to play inthe performance of kata, however, because its location is thecentre of gravity for the human body. It is important to keepthe hara in mind when practising the katas so that body weightis transferred efficiently. All movements should originate fromthe hara. This is nothing mystical but merely the soundapplication of the laws of physics.
 When assuming a stance be sure to achieve the correct weightdistribution. Although the stances vary slightly from style tostyle, the correct distribution of body weight is vital in order tofacilitate the application of the techniques. Make sure that thefeet are correctly positioned. In particular, be sure that theedges of the feet are firmly on the floor when in long stances.The stances are a vital part of the techniques and greatattention must be given to them.
 All techniques should be applied using the entire body. Apunch that relies solely on the muscles of the arms will have a
 20
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