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The Way of the Sword:

(The teachings of Miyamoto Musashi)

     Miyamoto Musashi was perhaps the greatest swordsman in all history.  His unmatched skills and teachings on swordplay were developed through his devout spiritual beliefs and his extensive experience, to become the most elite school in feudal Japan.   His teachings are still used today in studying the modern use of the sword and even as strategies for large business corporations.  His teachings and style are biased on strategy and timing, and are meant to be used not only to influence one’s way of fighting, but also one’s way of life.
     To best understand Miyamoto’s teachings, one must first understand the world in which he lived.  Miyamoto Musashi was born in 1584 in the Harima province of feudal Japan, to Shinmen Munisai, who was also an accomplished martial artist.  When Musashi was seven, he was sent to be raised by his uncles, Dorin and Tasumi, who educated him in the ways of Buddhism, as well as reading and writing (“Miyamoto Musashi”-Wikipedia 2).  It is unclear as to which school Musashi attended, but regardless, he had mastered the use of nine or more weapons, honing his skills over sixty or more one-on-one duels, none of which he lost, and six major battles, including the history altering Battle of Sekigahara.  The first of Musashi’s many duels took place when he was only thirteen, against a sword adept named Akiyama, whom Musashi killed.  His most famous, and perhaps most difficult duel however, took place when he was thirty, against Sasaki Kojiro, a master of the nodachi sword.  As well as having unmatched skills with a blade, Musashi was also an accomplished painter and sculptor, two arts that Musashi believed to be very important to perfecting the way of the sword.  Later in his life, Musashi wrote the Gorin no Sho, or The Book of Five Rings, his most influential manual on technique and philosophy.  Not long after Musashi published The Book of Five Rings, he died of what is believed to be thoracic cancer in 1645.  Musashi’s life experiences allowed him to develop the most efficient way of wielding the sword, called “Ni-Ten Ichi Ryu”, that is, wielding both a long sword, the katana, and a companion sword, the wakizashi, at the same time, as well as influencing his intriguing philosophy on life (“Miyamoto Musashi”-Wikipedia 6).
     The Book of Five Rings is by far the best way to understanding his teachings, as what it teaches is precisely what Musashi himself taught his students at the Ni-Ten Ichi Ryu school, and it is still the most well studied of all his texts.  The book consists of five smaller chapters, called “books,” each dealing with a particular element of strategy.  The first of these chapters is the Ground Book, which deals exclusively with timing and situational strategy.  In it, Musashi discusses the correct situations in which to use particular weapons, as well as how to cope with situations such as fighting indoors, and using them to your advantage.  He also stresses timing, proclaiming that timing is the core principle of all strategy.  In the Ground Book, Musashi writes, “Know the smallest things and the biggest things, the shallowest things and the deepest things.  As if it were a straight road mapped out on the ground…  From one thing, know ten thousand things.  When you attain the Way of strategy there will not be one thing you cannot see” (“The Book of Five Rings”-Wikipedia 2).  Musashi taught that by mastering strategy, one would be able to predict all things.  The second chapter, the Water Book, concerns the spirituality and balance needed to excel in the way of the sword, as well as specific techniques for fighting, such as the five attitudes of swordsmanship.  The Fire Book then discusses the broader methods of fighting, as well as teaching ways of assessing and taking advantage of the methods of others.  The fourth chapter, the Wind Book, unlike the rest of the book, mostly concerns things that are no longer useful today, such as how to deal specifically with other schools of the martial arts that were predominant during Musashi’s lifetime.  In general however, it does teach one to not be over-reliant on one method, as well as to study that which one has not mastered, in order to further increase one’s skill in that which has already been mastered.  The final chapter, the Void Book, is the shortest, but deals with the philosophical nature of strategy.  In the Void Book, Musashi states that “By knowing things that exist, you can know that which does not exist.”  It is difficult to tell if Musashi is simply explaining his religious beliefs, or actually describing a way to live life and process thoughts (“The Book of Five Rings”-Wikipedia 5).  Regardless, it is clear that The Book of Five Rings is a very effective text to use if one is attempting to learn from Musashi.
     Miyamoto Musashi’s teachings are in fact, so influential, that The Book of Five Rings is still a well known “under the counter” manual on corporate business strategies around the world, especially in modern Japan.  Take, for instance, the Ground Book.  Its teachings on situational strategies can be extremely useful in the business world if taken in the right prospective, and its teachings on timing are very influential on the way that studiers of The Book of Five Rings play the stock market.  Also, the strategies of assessing and countering an opponent’s methods, which are discussed in the Fire Book, are used by some corporations to counter other business’s strategies.  In addition, the Wind Book’s teachings have some connection to the business world, as it is wise for a business to not become over-reliant on one strategy, in case the situation should change.  Although The Book of Five Rings was written over four hundred years ago, its methods are still of great use today if one looks at them in the proper context.

     Miyamoto Musashi was undoubtedly one of the best, if not the best, swordsmen in history, and his teachings on strategy are undisputable, and even though his time has long past, and reasons for studying his teachings today seem obsolete to most common people, at a closer look, there may be something for everyone to learn from this legendary artist and strategist.
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