


The students are ready. The instruc-
torsitsin front of the class on the bright,
varnished hardwood floor. The senior
student intones the words used to begin
and end class: “Shinza ni rei. To ni rei.
Sensei ni rei.” The Japanese words,
spoken in a gruff military manner, echo
throughout the long, narrow mirror-
walled dojo (training hall). The students
sit in seiza (kneeling posture), bodies re-
laxed, but both minds and bodies aware
and instantly ready to jump at the in-
structor’s command. On each student’s
right side, nestled between his obi (belt)
and hakama (skirt-like trousers), is his
sword, long and graceful, resting in its
black-lacquered scabbard and literally
sharp as a razor.

Theinstructordirects the students to
perform the first kata (form), called mae
(front). It consists of drawing the sword
while in seiza; making a preliminary
move to unbalance the imaginary oppo-
nent; attacking with a strong vertical cut
to the head; chiburi (cleaning the sword
of blood); and finally noto (returning the
blade to its scabbard). The students will
perform this, along with nine other kata,
ten times each. By the end of the class,
thoroughly exhausted, they all will have
learned not only something about iaido
(the way of the sword), but more impor-
tantly, something about themselves.
For the dojo is a universe in itself, of
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which the students are both a part and
the whole. Here each student makes
contact with his deepest self. By work-
ing his body, he opens up vistas of the
unexplored mind. The dojo becomes an
area of sublimated and controlled com-
bat. Particularly in iaido, where, unlike
karate, there is no physical opponent in
front of you, you confront an opponent
who is not an opponent, but rather your-
self, a silent partner engaged in helping
you understand the self more fully. The
dojo thus becomes a type of magical
space where ordinary rules are, for a
time, suspended and superseded.

Much has been written about iaido,
nearly all of which has dealt with tech-
nigue—how to draw the sword, cut, and
return the blade to the scabbard. But,
more than any other martial art, iaido is
based less on technique than on atti-
tude and philosophy. Indeed, the move-
ments of the sword are not technique;
rather, they are something achingly
beautiful and inevitable, an enactment
in space and time of how the universe
works and of our part in it. These move-
ments, when done by a master, appear
graceful and powerful because tech-
nique has been transcended and trans-
formed and, unless the iaido student is
aware of this, he will never attain true
proficiency with the sword no matter












