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I. Introduction
There are many styles of classical iai, or 
koryū, the word that is commonly used 
in Japanese. Musō Shinden-ryū, Mugai-
ryū, Musō Jikiden Eishin-ryū and 
Hōki-ryū are but a tiny sample of the 
countless styles which embody regional 
cultural and historical differences, 
as well as encounters with teachers, 
philosophies and changing times. 
Ordinarily, iaido practitioners train in 
one style. They work with one teacher 
or a set of teachers, and go through a 
process of first learning the style and 
then through a process of refining and 
discovering its enormous depth. It is 
an amazing journey, full of growth, 
discovery and at times challenge. 

Unfortunately, we rarely get a chance to 
compare our style with other classical 

iai styles, learn about them, and find 
out what makes them different and 
unique. Through this brief essay, I aim 
to share with the reader my experience 
of attending a classical iai training 
session in December 2007 in Tokyo. 
First, I will introduce the contents of 
the seminar. Second, I will describe the 
sessions that I attended and some of the 
differences that I discovered. Thirdly,   
conclude with a few comments on the 
value of studying and familiarizing 
oneself with different styles of iai.

II. Classical Iai Training Seminar
 Are all styles created equal?
Late last year in December, I had 
the opportunity to attend a classical 
iai training session held in Tokyo’s 
Takinogawa Gymnasium for iaido 

practitioners holding a rank of 3-dan 
and above. It was my first classical 
iaido training seminar in over ten 
years of iaido practice. Previously, I 
had attended what are called regional 
training seminars which usually focus 
on Seitei techniques of the All Japan 
Kendo Federation, and one particular 
style of classical iai. These seminars 
typically emphasise the basics and rarely 
deviate from the first technique ‒ Ippon-
me Mae.  

This time the classical iai seminar served 
up something quite different, with the 
morning training session consisting 
of explanation/demonstration sessions 
in which high ranked practitioners 
of the abovementioned schools gave 
50-minute demonstrations about their 
respective arts. In the afternoon session, 
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we were given the opportunity to train 
with teachers in our respective schools, 
and then to experience another style of 
classical iaido.

The purpose of the event was several-
fold. The training session was meant 
to familiarise experienced ia ido 
practitioners with the intricacies of 
other classical iai styles. In particular, 
to understand what was required as part 
of general etiquette (rei), dress (hakama, 
position of the sageo etc.) and the typical 
movements. Also, the koryū training was 
targeted at the new generation of iaido 
examiners and judges for competition. 
According to the attending Hanshi 
8-dan sensei, many examiners and 
judges were unable to distinguish 
style characteristics, and hence real 
mistakes or blunders in competitions 
and examinations. Another objective 
was to provide iaido practitioners with 
exposure to different teaching styles and 
viewpoints on iaido to help overcome 
deficits that arise through studying 
under one teacher. 

An interesting feature of the seminar 
was the wonderfully lucid explanations 
given by the sensei about their respective 
styles using scenario building with two 
combatants facing off against  each 
other. Through this scenario building, 
instructors demonstrated cutting angles, 
intervals, and the manner in which 
koryū waza was to be embodied. 

The first instructive session was Musō 
Shinden-ryū given by Hanshi 8-dan 
Kaneda Masao. What transpired 
was quite enjoyable and dynamic 
to watch. Kaneda Sensei began his 
session by giving the participants a 
brief historical explanation of the 
ryūha. According to Kaneda Sensei, 
Musō Shinden-ryū was created by 
Hayashizaki Jinsuke Shigenobu, and 
was transmitted to contemporary times 
in its present form. More specifically, he 
told the seminar participants that the 
ninth successor Hayashi Rokudauyu 
Morimasu, then learned Eishin-ryū 
in Edo from Yamauchi Toyomasa of 
the Tosa clan. Based on this training 
and in conjunction with the Shinkage-

ryū lessons he received from Ōmori 
Rokusaimon Masamitsu, he created 
the sitting forms of the Ōmori-ryū 
by inculcating the sageo reihō from 
the Ogasawara-ryū. It is said that 
Morimasa subsequently popularised 
this sitting form of Eishin-ryū in the 
Tosa domain. 

Today’s Musō Shinden-ryū was created 
by Nakayama Hakudō who studied 
Eishin-ryū from the seventeenth 
successor Hosokawa Yoshimasa and 
Ōmori-ryū’s Morimoto Tokumi. In 
1923, Nakayama received the kaden 
(school teachings) from Hosokawa 
becoming the eighteenth successor of 
the Eishin-ryū. Then in 1937, Nakayama 
took the initiative of opening up the 
teachings of Musō Shinden-ryū to 
the public, resulting in the current 
widespread popularity of the school. 

Transmission
Nakayama Hakudō
Ōmura Tadashi (Higashimatsu Kan Dojō)

Kaneda Masao
Okada Morihiro
Yamamoto Shigeo
Kiyose Kenren

Following this historical background, 
two advanced students using bokutō 
from Kaneda Sensei’s dōjō demonstrated 
about fifteen techniques from the Musō 
Shinden-ryū in a step-by-step manner. 
Each waza was performed several 
times. Once in real-time, then in slow 
motion, then in a play-by-play manner 
where Kaneda Sensei explained the 
significance of the maai (interval), angle 
of the cut, the position of the attacker, 
the defender and the scenario in which 
the waza was taking place. Lastly, the 
waza was then performed again at full 
speed. 

Use of  the bokutō  a l lowed the 
demonstration team to actually show 
the striking areas being targeted, the 
foot motion required to reach the 
appropriate target, and the role of 
both opponents in the scenario. For 
instance, certain cuts are performed 

when the opponent falls back, and a 
different cut when he retreats back etc. 
Using bokutō also allowed us to make 
the leap from the imaginary interval 
when performing iaido kata to the real 
interval which takes in account the 
length of the sword.  

As for the demonstration itself, Kaneda 
Sensei and his students performed 
several techniques from each level of the 
school including the following:
 

Waza Demonstrated
Shoden (Ōmori-ryū)

●Shohatto
●In’yō Shintai
●Ryutō
●Shuntō
●Gyakutō
●Seichutō
●In’yō Shintai Kaiwaza
●Nottō

Chūden (Hasegawa Eishin-ryū)

●Yokogumo
●Ukigumo
●Yamaoroshi
●Takioroshi
●Nukiuchi

Okuden/Suwari-waza
●Kasumi
●Tōwaki
●Ryōzume
●Yukitsure
●Rendachi
●Somakuri
●Shinobu
●Sode-surigaeshi
●Mon’iri
●Ukenagashi
●Itomagoi

One of the most salient features of 
his explanations was the focus on the 
connection of Seitei Iai basics and their 
correlation with koryū. In particular, 
he stressed the horizontal and vertical 
cutting style, both back and front 
moving in unison with each other, and 
the important nature of strong saya-
biki (pulling the scabbard back) when 
doing koryū. 
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As I study Musō Shinden-ryū, I find that 
the demonstration of koryū techniques 
in progressive sequence allowed me to 
better internalise the changes between 
the Shoden, Chūden and Okuden waza. 
To illustrate, the Shoden or Ōmori-ryū 
set of waza takes place from the seiza 
position (except for Gorantō), while 
the Chūden (Eishin-ryū) series of waza 
begins from the han-seiza position (half 
kneeling position). The Okuden waza 
on the other hand utilises both seiza 
and standing positions. Other subtle 
differences include the nuanced changes 
in nōtō (sheathing the sword). In the 
Ōmori-ryū, nōtō begins at the point 
midway between the kissaki and tsuba. 
In the Chūden techniques, nōtō starts 
at a place 2/3 of the way to the kissaki. 
Lastly, in the Okuden it begins almost 
4/5 of the way to the kissaki. 

Following this very instructive seminar, 
the participants were fortunate enough to 
have a demonstration by the Mugai-ryū 
group featuring Kyōshi 7-dan Itō Shigeo 
Sensei. Like the Musō Shinden-ryū, Itō 
Sensei first provided some historical 
context on his style. Itō Sensei and his 
demonstrators went through a series 
of representative techniques to convey 
the subtleties of their iai. As a result of 
their demonstration, it was evident that 
Mugai-ryū has at least four distinguishing 

characteristics: (1) 
When doing a nuki-
tsuke, the strike is 
horizontal, opposite 
kesa-giri and in an 
upward, diagonal 
motion; (2) when 
doing kiri-otoshi, 
the cut is at the 
opponent’s  kesa-
giri; (3) there is an 
exchange of foot 
position when doing 
suwari-waza; and 
lastly (4) the typical 
“late” foot during 
tachi-waza.

A s  a n  ob s e r ve r 
and someone who 
practises a different 
style, the upward 
a n d  d o w n w a r d 

diagonal cutting that took place from 
the seiza position was interesting to see. 
So was the transition from one leg to the 
other after a cut; neither of which are  
done in Musō Shinden-ryū. Compared 
to my style, there is comparatively a lot 
of back and forth cutting, that is to say, 
one cuts an opponent in front and then 
turns to cut to the rear and back again. 
It was quite similar to roppon-me in 
Seitei Iai. What is different is that the 
cut is executed with the opposite leg 
forward (left), rather than continually 
cutting with the right leg forward. In 
this aspect, Musō Shinden-ryū’s cutting 
is congruent with kendo, while Mugai-
ryū cuts are executed with both left and 
right legs forward. 

Our third and final session for the 
morning was Musō Jik iden-ryū 
(Yamauchi-ha), instructed by Kyōshi 
7-dan Suzuki Hitoshi Sensei and his 
assistant. Being a Buddhist monk, 
Suzuki Sensei was quite orthodox in his 
approach to his classical style of iai.

He began his session like the previous 
two instructors by giving participants 
a short lesson on the school’s history 
which can be traced to the progenitor 
Hasegawa Shuzeitsuke Eishin (seventh 
successor), with its founder being 

Hayashizaki Jinsuke Shigenobu. The 
Yamauchi style of Musō Jikiden-ryū can 
then be traced to Yamauchi Toyotake 
who was born in 1903. In 1928 his 
grandson, Prince Yamauchi Yōdō began 
living in Kyoto and studying this form 
of iai for more than ten years. 

According to Suzuki Sensei, the 
Yamauchi style of Eishin Jikiden-ryū has 
retained some particular characteristics 
as a result of these experiences, which 
set it apart from other styles of classical 
iai. The first is that when bowing in 
front of the kamidama in a dōjō, the 
position that you hold your katana 
is comparatively high. Also another 
distinguishing aspect of the reihō is 
the position of the knot located on the 
sageo. 

In terms of waza, Suzuki Sensei and his 
assistant demonstrated a series of sitting 
techniques from their repertoire. Suzuki 
Sensei explained to the participants 
when performing their version of ippon-
me (mae) that practitioners are supposed 
to imagine the malice or ill intent of 
their opponent and move forward 
cutting from the temple through to the 
neck. The metsuke (line of sight) during 
this technique varies, but in the end it 
should be at the level of the tsuka-gashira 
(pommel of sword).   

When doing chiburi, Eishin Jikiden-ryū 
practitioners consciously put emphasis 
on the position of the sword, foot 
motion, knee movement and iai-goshi 
resulting in a chiburi form which 
appears slightly erect and elevated, with 
the kissaki pointing downward at a more 
extreme angle than other schools. 

In the tachi-hiza (half kneeling) yonhon-
me technique called yokogumo there 
were also some interesting differences 
compared to Musō Shinden-ryū and 
Mugai-ryū. First, nōtō is performed 
from the tachi-hiza position beginning 
approximately 2/3 of the distance to the 
kissaki. Because of the different location 
of the knot, the sword appears to move 
more freely. Also, the left hand plays  a 
prominent role in the chiburi action, as 
do the feet and knees. It seems more 
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dramatic than similar waza performed 
by Musō Shinden-ryū practitioners. 

In all, what I thought to be most 
striking about this demonstration 
in terms of differences (besides the 
undeniable charisma of Suzuki Sensei) 
was mainly reihō and the external 
aspects. Of course, some waza were 
completely different and/or slightly 
different in terms of overall appearance, 
sequence and detail. But some were very 
similar to other styles, and this is to be 
expected considering they share roots 
with Musō Shinden-ryū. 

III. Concluding remarks
The title of this essay is “Classical 
Iai Training Seminar: Are all styles 
created equal?” with an emphasis on the 
question ‘are all styles created equal?’ 
From this seminar, I learned that there 
were many more similarities between 
the different styles of classical iai than 
differences. As their core elements, all 
emphasised reihō, cutting angles, maai, 
nōtō and chiburi. They also embodied 
an instinctual approach rather than 
an intellectual approach to the ideal 
performance of each waza. That is to 
say, they epitomised the ‘Zen Buddhist’ 
approach to understanding and wisdom, 
not by compartmentalisation or over 
specialisation; rather they looked at 
the waza as a whole that was to be 
absorbed naturally instead of forcefully. 
Other similarities included the sanctity 
given to the sword and the kamidana, 
and the key technical skills involved in 
iai: (1) Bowing; (2) sitting into seiza/ 
tachi-hiza; (3) nuki-tsuke; (4) nōtō; (5) 
suri-ashi; (6) and cutting technique, 
amongst others. 

There should be no surprise that many 
similarities exist between the different 
styles of classical iai. The differences that 
do exist are in some cases related to a 
successor’s interpretation of their style as 
we saw in the Musō Jikiden Eishin-ryū’s 
recent modification of the sageo knot 
and their particular nōtō style. 

It should a lso be noted that the 
popularisation of classical iai teachings 

in the 1920s and 1930s occurred 
not just in the realm of iai, but also 
in other styles of martial arts. This 
occurred for many reasons including 
the burgeoning nationalist sentiment 
growing out of military adventurism 
on the Asian continent, a Japanese 
backlash as a result of this militarism, 
and government support for things 
considered Japanese. 

Are all styles created equal? If we were 
comparing classical iaijutsu, combative 
forms of swordsmanship, we might just 
be able to answer this question, although 
I doubt if we could find many volunteers 
to fight with real swords or even bokutō. 
What I can conclude about the classical 
iai schools through this seminar is 

that each style offers another piece to 
the greater iai puzzle. By studying the 
pieces, we can learn about the roots of 
iai, variations in interpretation, new and 
old developments, and philosophical 
traditions. In the process we can also 
learn a lot about ourselves. 

Note
 For those interested in attending iaido seminars 

in Japan see the following websites:

(1) http://www.kendo.or.jp/
 All Japan Kendo Federation (Japanese) 
(2) http://www.kendo-fik.org/english-page/

english-top-page.html
 All Japan Kendo Federation (International)
(3) http://www.geocities.jp/owarihanshi/

framezennichii.html
 All Japan Iaido Federation (Japanese).


