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—— Abstract ——

Study of the Influence of Spearmanship on the Development
of Kendo (the Japanese Art of Fencing)

NAGAO Susumu

This study aims to clarify the influence of spearmanship on swordsmanship (Kendo, or
the Japanese art of fencing) in its development, focusing on the development and improvement
of its skills and equipment.

We call bowmanship, horsemanship, swordsmanship and spearmanship “shi-gei” (“the four
arts”). Of these, spearmanship was the highest acclaimed skill on the battlefield as the phrase
“ichi-ban-yari” (“the first spear”) indicates. It was considered a matter of honour for warriors to
excel at spearmanship, and they placed importance on developing their spearmanship together
with swbrdsmanship—even in later days whe:n times were peaceful.

An increasing number of clans in the late Edo period, encouraged warriors to train and
engage in sparring matches wearing protective equipment so that they could attack each other
without holding back so as to improve their skills, both in spearmanship and swordsmanship.
This trend was backed by the idea that amid the growingly turbulent times caused by the
arrival of foreign ships, only warriors who trained their minds and bodies using this training
method could be considered dependable in the event of an emergency. Many clan schools of
those days did not offer simultaneous training in spearmanship and swordsman that would
cnable warriors to receive training in several martial arts—including spearmanship and
swordsmanship—so as to be listed and licensed.

Against a background that spearmanship was promoted hand-in-hand with swordsmanship,
the theory that swordsmanship was preceded by spearmanship has been supported, as Ushio
Shimokawa related in his book “Kendo no Iattatsu” (“The Development of Kendo™) (1925). On
the development of swordsmanship skills and equipment, including the bamboo training sword
and training armor, his book says “Judging from the nature of skills and exercise safety
between swordsmanship, which features cutting, and spearmanship, which features thrusting,
what was invented in spearmanship was applied to swordsmanship.”

One developmental impact of note occurred during the Tempo Period (1830-1844), when
Susumu Oishi, a warrior of the Yanagawa clan in Chikugo, brought about a great revolution in
the equipment and techniques of swordsmanship. He took dojo (training halls) in Edo by storm
with the help of a particularly heavy and long (160centimetres) sword, and by fighting left-
handed—something that had never been done in swordsmanship before. It was presumed that
his swordsmanship was greatly influenced by spearmanship because he served the Yanagawa
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clan as the grandmaster of spearmanship.

As described in the above examples, it is hard to overlook the influence of spearmanship on
the development of swordsmanship.

However, examining the development of the training bouts of spearmanship in detail, we
can find that some areas were not necessarily affected by spearmanship. At the same time,
advocating that swordsmanship was preceded by spearmanship seems to have been presented
as an assumption without a detailed analysis of the development of spearmanship being made.

In this paper, we organise and analyse the development of equipment, training and practice
bouts in spearmanship and review the influence of spearmanship on the development of
swordsmanship. The following three points summarize our analysis and review.

1. The face guard and bamboo armour used in spear and naginata (halberd) training as
depicted in paintings of the late 1600s are often assumed to have influenced the practice
armour worn in swordsmanship. However, it is a hasty conclusicn to say these paintings
prove that spearmanship introduced the full-contact practise matches that asked
participants to attack each other wearing protective equipment such as face guards,
because the paintings in question showed the exercise known as i#rimi, which is a physical
motion in which one makes the best use of an opponent’'s move. In an i7im? exercise, the
training partner with a spear docs not wear any protection, while the training partner,
armed with a sword, halberd or short spear, docs. This form of exercise can be found even
in the late Edo period age.

2. It was in the last years of the 1700s that full-contact kenjutsu training bouts in which both
participanis wore protective equipment became widespread. Because the Jikisinkage school
developed in the 1710s a method of training in which students of swordsmanship fought
freely wearing protective equipment, it is clear that spearmanship introduced full-contact
training matches not before, but after swordsmanship did.

3. Although the swordsmanship of Susumu Oishi was influenced by spearmanship, his skills
and long bamboo sword were not the products of the influence of spearmanship, but
products realized by his own, unusually gigantic, physical dimensions and left-handedness.

Both swordsmanship and spearmanship have a history of being promoted as warrior skills.
In this sense, the development of protective equipment for these iwo arls was mutually related.
In terms of skills, however, it is advisable to think that both swordsmanship and spearmanship
advanced and improved independently of each other.
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