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DISCLAIMER
BLACK BELT COMMUNICATIONS, an Active Interest Media Publication, as publisher, does not endorse and makes no representation, warranty or guarantee concerning the safety or effectiveness of 
either the products and services advertised in this magazine or the martial arts or other techniques discussed or illustrated in this document. The publisher expressly disclaims any and all liability 
relating to the manufacture, sale or use of such products and services and the application of the techniques discussed or illustrated in this document. The purchase or use of some of the products, 
services or techniques advertised or discussed in this document may be illegal in some areas of the United States or other countries. Therefore, you should check federal, state, and local laws prior 
to your purchase or use of these products, services or techniques. The publisher makes no representation or warranty concerning the legality of the purchase or use of these products, services 
and techniques in the United States or elsewhere. Because of the nature of some of the products, services and techniques advertised or discussed in this document, you should consult a physician 
before using these products or services or applying these techniques. Specific self-defense responses illustrated in this document may not be justified in any particular situation in view of all of the 
circumstances or under applicable federal, state or local law. Neither Black Belt Communications nor the author makes any representation or warranty regarding the legality or appropriateness of 
any technique mentioned or depicted in this document. You may be injured if you apply or train in the techniques illustrated in this document and neither Black Belt Communications nor the author 
is responsible for any such injury that may result. It is essential that you consult a physician regarding whether or not to attempt any technique described in this document.

Much has been written about Miyamoto Musashi (1584-1645), the quintessential warrior and 
icon of the martial arts. Few, however, know that he wasn’t always the popular Japanese sword 
hero he’s viewed as today. In fact, he was originally somewhat of a villain. It wasn’t until the 1920s 
that Yoshikawa Eiji made Musashi a hero by writing about him in a Japanese newspaper column. 
Subsequently, those articles were turned into a book simply called Musashi, and it was a hit. 

so high that he fought many of his duels with a bok-

ken, or wooden sword.

When he was 21, he headed for Kyoto, where he 

visited the Yoshioka family and challenged Genza-

emon, the family patriarch. Genzaemon accepted 

even though Musashi was an unknown and the Yo-

shiokas were renowned swordsmen. The match was 

set for 5 o’clock the next morning in a field on the 

outskirts of Kyoto. Bokken in hand, Genzaemon ar-

rived at dawn in the company of several retainers, 

but Musashi was nowhere to be found. Genzaemon 

sent some of his disciples to see if Musashi was still 

at his inn. Indeed, Musashi was there, but he was 

asleep. That infuriated Genzaemon, and he had to 

wait two more hours before Musashi arrived.

Musashi finally swaggered onto the field at high 

noon with a wooden sword in his hand. He appeared 

calm and collected. An enraged Genzaemon made 

no attempt to conceal his anger. He immediately 

launched his attack, but Musashi parried most of 

the blows. Although both men received strikes to 

the head, Musashi landed a crushing blow to his 

foe’s head, knocking him to the ground. Later, he re-

gained consciousness to discover his right arm was 

broken in many places. Genzaemon was humiliated 

by the defeat.

No sooner had the match ended than Denshi-

chiro, Genzaemon’s younger brother, challenged 

Musashi to preserve the family honor. Although 

Genzaemon was the patriarch, Denshichiro was 

a better swordsman. He arrived at the appointed 

In any case, Musashi’s life was grand. It included 

all the colorful and romantic things Japanese samu-

rai are known for. He was a master swordsman who 

defeated all comers. He embraced the code of bushi-

do and Zen, and he penned one of the world’s classic 

texts on strategy: Go Rin No Sho, or The Book of Five 

Rings.

Musashi’s tale begins with his early education as 

a samurai in 16th-century Japan. His father gave him 

some instruction in swordsmanship, but most of his 

formal education with the blade was acquired on 

his own. He fought 60 duels in his lifetime but was 

never defeated. Two years before he died, he retired 

to a cave in Kyushu and wrote his classic guide to 

strategy, which has proved to be a source of enlight-

enment for martial artists and businessmen alike.

BLOODY EXPLOITS
Before exploring Go Rin No Sho, it’s useful to 

study some of Musashi’s exploits. As a young man, 

he fought in Sekigahara in 1600. It was the battle 

that established Tokugawa Ieyasu and the Tokuga-

wa shogunate. Later, Musashi went to Kyoto, where 

his meteoric rise to fame began.

At age 13, Musashi is reputed to have had his first 

duel and killed a samurai named Arima Kibei of the 

shinto-ryu school. Three years later, he challenged 

Tadashima Aikiyama of Tajima province and easily 

defeated the overconfident samurai. Those matches 

set the course of Musashi’s life and established his 

destiny as a swordsman. His skill with the blade was 
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George W. Alexander (left) demonstrates a two-person kata in which his two swords are pitted against his opponent’s 
one. Miyamoto Musashi pioneered the use of two swords at the same time.
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place with a steel sword that was more than 5 feet 

long, with the intent of having Musashi’s blood on it. 

Denshichiro was filled with confidence. He had seen 

Musashi’s swordsmanship firsthand when his broth-

er was defeated, and he thought he could beat him.

Again, Musashi was late for the engagement, but 

as soon as he arrived, he launched a furious attack 

with his bokken. Musashi quickly landed a crushing 

blow that killed Denshichiro on the spot. He later 

killed Matashichiro, the 13-year-old son of Gen-

zaemon, by slashing him across the forehead. As a 

result of the defeat of three members of the Yosh-

ioka family, Musashi’s fame skyrocketed in Kyoto. He 

spent the next eight years wandering in search of 

worthy opponents.

The last two years of his life he spent in a cave 

writing Go Rin No Sho. In it, Musashi equates the 

strategy of warring armies to that of individual or 

single combat. It was the first time the theory had 

been condoned. In fact, critics of Musashi say his 

tactics in the case of the Yoshiokas and others were 

inexcusable, no matter how good his swordsman-

ship, because he didn’t follow the proper etiquette 

of the time.

Defenders of Musashi respond by saying that the 

depth of his swordsmanship and philosophy reveals 

that he believed the match began at the moment 

of the challenge. Much like warfare on the field of 

battle, a surprise attack is an accepted and even 

heralded tactic, they say. This is implicit in Musashi’s 

statement in Go Rin No Sho: “ There is no warrior in 

the world today who really understands the way of 

strategy.”

In other words, there are no Marquess of Queens-

bury rules in battle, whether man-to-man or army-

to-army. No quarter shall be taken and none shall 

be given. This is not unlike Niccolo Machiavelli, who 

wrote in The Prince, “ The first thing to do is to ig-

nore the rules since your opponent will surely do 

the same.”

FIVE RINGS
Musashi’s success in combat was due in part to 

his intense psychological nature and total com-

mitment to swordsmanship. In Go Rin No Sho, he 

explains this thoroughly. Its philosophy has been 

influenced by and is an interpretation of Zen, Con-

fucianism and Shintoism. According to Buddhism, 

the five elements of ground, water, fire, wind and 

void make up the cosmos. Therefore, Musashi used 

them as the titles of the chapters, or books, in his 

treatise. Hence, it contains the Ground Book, which 

deals with strategy; the Water Book, which discusses 

spirit and techniques; the Fire Book, which pertains 

to actual fighting; the Wind Book, which highlights 

methods of other schools; and the Book of the Void, 

which serves as a philosophical guide to the way of 

strategy.

• Ground Book: Musashi states, “Strategy is the 

craft of the warrior. ... The way of the warrior is the 

resolute acceptance of death.” Those passages dem-

onstrate the intensity of his personality. He reiter-

ates that in battle and in life, total commitment is 

required. If you hesitate, you’re finished. He further 

states that if you wish to successfully follow his way 

of strategy, “you must earnestly stick to the way.”

• Water Book: In the second chapter, Musashi 

says, “As the spirit becomes like water and adapts to 

its container, so you must adapt to your opponent. ... 

Don’t be tense.” In other words, remain flexible and 

able to change quickly so you can mold yourself to 

your opponent.

In another section, Musashi states a universal tru-

ism in the martial arts: “ The approach to combat and 

everyday life should be the same.” In other words, if 

you’re living the life of a warrior, mortal combat is a 

fact of life. Show no hesitation or trepidation when 

it comes time to face your opponent.

Musashi developed the two-sword style known 

as niten ichi-ryu using the katana (long sword) and 

the companion wakizashi (short sword). He discov-

ered the style by accident while in a battle when he 

pulled out his wakizashi and started fighting with it 

in one hand while holding his katana in the other. 

He immediately concluded that gripping one sword 

with both hands was too restrictive and that it in-

hibited movement to the left and right.

In the Water Book, he states that the two-sword 

style is for use against multiple opponents and ex-

plains how to wield the two weapons effectively. (In-

terestingly, Musashi never used the two-sword style 

against a highly skilled opponent.)
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Miyamoto Musashi’s fighting philosophies are reflected in 
this sequence from a two-sword kata. Notice how George 
W. Alexander (left) avoids retreating once the battle has 
begun.
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George W. Alexander (left) and his partner perform a sec-
tion of a Musashi-inspired sword kata.
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• Fire Book: This chapter contains Musashi’s de-

scription of fighting spirit, which he says is fierce 

like fire. He includes one of his more profound and 

original statements: “ The way of battle is the same 

man-to-man or [with] 10,000 on each side.” In other 

words, when it comes to combat, the strategies em-

ployed for individuals are often the same as they 

are for warring armies. Quick decisions are neces-

sary, he says, and it’s essential to be able to change 

strategies rapidly.

He lists many offensive methods, one of which 

involves “starting your attack by being slow, then 

suddenly attacking strongly [to] surprise your op-

ponent.” The strategy is similar to what Bruce Lee 

called “broken rhythm.”

Musashi also tells us that a warrior must be ruth-

less. Don’t hesitate. Instead, “move in for the kill,” he 

says. “Finish him off, or he may recover.”

Another bit of advice is referred to as “mountain 

and sea change.” In its simplest terms, when your 

opponent is the mountain, you’re the sea, and when 

he’s the sea, you’re the mountain. Switch your at-

tacks but never do the same thing more than twice. 

If you do, you’re programming your opponent with 

your moves. Once he learns to read your methodol-

ogy, it can spell disaster.

He concludes,  “ The true way of swordsmanship is 

defeating the enemy in a fight and nothing more.”

• Wind Book: Musashi talks about the traditional 

methods of other schools and for the most part dis-

counts their effectiveness. Yet the cursory study is 

useful, he says, because “it’s difficult to know your-

self without knowing the way of others.”

Much of the chapter is about the do’s and don’ts 

of swordsmanship. Musashi gets quite opinionated 

here and argues that using special weapons is not 

good because they all have limitations. For example, 

extra-long swords aren’t practical for close-range 

combat, and short swords will prevent you from 

adapting to many situations.

Musashi advises against fixing your eyes on your 

opponent’s sword because it may confuse you: 

“Gaze at the man’s heart [by looking at his eyes] and 

evaluate his spirit. ... Perception [intuition] and sight 

are the two ways of seeing.”

• The Book of the Void: In the final chapter of his 

text, Musashi discusses the esoteric and philosophi-

cal ideals of swordsmanship with his way of strategy 

as the external frame of reference. He mentions the 

void, or mu. In Buddhism, mu means “nothingness,” 

or what’s often referred to as the Zen state of “no 

mind.” This refers to illusion or duality.

Someone once said, “Zen is beyond words, but it 

seems to take a lot of words to explain it.” The most 

concise way I’ve found to explain illusion/duality is 

to think of duality as the vast wasteland between 

self-imagery and reality. In other words, a gap often 

exists between how you see the world and how the 

world sees you. The reconciliation of these two is of-

ten called satori (enlightenment).

The state of mind that mu cultivates in Zen practi-

tioners is the same state of mind the warrior strives 

for. Warriors value it because it produces detach-

ment, and that leads to no fear of death. The result 

is freedom from inhibitions or hesitation in combat. 

Thought and action are one.

Musashi continues: “ The way of strategy is the way 

of nature. ... Strategy conforms to the natural order 

of things.” There’s a natural rhythm to combat and a 

natural ebb and flow to the tide of battle.

Musashi constantly searched for the best way to 

hone his sword skills and achieve enlightenment. 

He spent his life trying to become the perfect war-

rior. His legacy is Go Rin No Sho and the philosophy 

it contains. It continues to be a source of enlighten-

ment for the modern martial artist and the modern 

businessman, due in part to its core message that 

strategy is truly the craft of the warrior.  

“When you cannot be deceived by men, you 
have realized the wisdom of strategy.”

— Miyamoto Musashi
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Click here for  
Samurai Books and DVDs

from Masayuki Shimabukuro

IDEALS OF THE SAMURAI:  
Writings of Japanese  
Warriors 
Translated by William Scott Wilson 
This book is an anthology of 12 samu-
rai manuscripts showing the meaning 
and guiding principles of samurai life. 

PHILOSOPHY OF FIGHTING:  
Morals and Motivations  
of the Modern Warrior
by Keith Vargo
The thoughtful writings of Keith Vargo entertains 
readers by examining the trends, traditions, cultures, 
fields and thinkers that shape the martial arts.

BUDOSHOSHINSHU:  
The Warrior’s Primer of Daidoji Yuzan 
Translated by William Scott Wilson 
This 17th-century text written for the education and guidance 
of Japanese warriors delineates the ethics, morality and daily 
duties of a class of people dedicated to honor and courage. 

GEORGE W. ALEXANDER’S 8 DEADLY SAMURAI CUTS OF MIYAMATO MUSASHI DVDs 

INTRODUCTION TO BOKKEN & KOBUDO
by Ted Tabura
Ted Tabura presents you with an eclectic free form of bokken and 
kobudo. Discussed and demonstrated: introduction to bokken, strik-
ing, proper gripping, target areas, two-man practice, etc. 

Volume 2
The second exciting volume of this three-
DVD series includes advanced kata for 
long-sword vs. long-sword combat. It also 
includes short-sword kata and techniques 
of the niten ichi-ryu. 

Volume 3
The third and final volume of this three-
DVD series includes advanced deadly 
cuts and short-sword vs. long-sword 
kata. It also includes short-sword kata 
and techniques of the niten ichi -ryu. 

Volume 1
This is the guide to the sword style of Miyamoto 
Musashi. This DVD includes all of Musashi’s 
fighting kata and techniques. The topics cover 
history, warm-ups, basics, kamae, happo no 
giri, fighting techniques and more. 
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