Breathing — A-un no kokyu (FIFDIFIK)

A-un no kokyu is one of those concepts that is rarely
explained explicitly in Muso Jikiden Eishin-ryu (MJER),
yet it underpins much of the timing, rhythm and mental
connection found throughout the curriculum.

The phrase literally means “the breathing of A and
Un.” A" () is the first sound of the Sanskrit alphabet
and “Un" () the last, symbolising the beginning and
end of all things. In Japanese culture it also describes
two people acting in complete harmony, intuitively
understanding each other’s timing and intention. The
paired guardian statues (Nio) found at the entrance to
many Buddhist temples are a familiar representation:
one has its mouth open (“A"), the other closed (“Un"),
representing the cycle of birth and completion.

In MJER, this principle can be understood on several
levels.
1. Breath and Movement

The most obvious application is the coordination of
breathing with technique.

Breathing should never be forced or exaggerated.
Instead, it naturally supports movement:

¢ Calm inhalation during preparation.

¢ A settled, controlled exhalation through nukitsuke and
kirioroshi.

e Breathing returning to normal during chiburui and
noto.

The breath reflects the rhythm of the kata rather than
dictating it.

Senior practitioners rarely appear to “breathe” in an
obvious way. Instead, breathing becomes invisible
because it is completely integrated with movement.

2. The Rhythm of the Encounter

This is perhaps the most important interpretation.

Every kata has its own hyoshi (18F) — its internal rhythm.

A-un no kokyu is the ability to become synchronised with
the rhythm of the encounter rather than merely following
a memorised tempo.

For example, in Mae (&l):

* You perceive intent.

e The draw begins exactly when it must.

® The cut is neither rushed nor delayed.

® The finish settles naturally.

Nothing feels hurried, yet nothing feels slow.

This harmony of timing is A-un no kokyu.

3. Connection with the Opponent

Even though Shoden is practised alone, the opponent is
never absent.

The practitioner should feel connected to the imagined
opponent throughout the kata.

When seme is applied correctly, you are effectively
sharing the same “breath” as your opponent.

You sense:
e when they are about to move,
¢ when initiative changes,

* when pressure increases or decreases.

This intuitive connection is another expression of A-un no

kokyu.

4. Paired Kata

In Tachi Uchi no Kurai and the other kumitachi, A-un no
kokyu becomes immediately visible.

The best pairs never appear to be following a count.
Instead:

e distance changes naturally,

* seme rises together,

* both recognise the exact instant action becomes
necessary.

To an observer they almost appear to move as one
person.

This is not rehearsal.

It is shared understanding developed through years of
training.

5. Relationship to Seme

Seme creates pressure.

A-un no kokyu determines when that pressure reaches its

greatest effect.

Without this harmony:

* seme arrives too early,

® ortoo late.

When timing and breathing align, seme becomes almost
effortless.

6. Relationship to In’'yo Shintai

Earlier we discussed In'yo Shintai (F2FZ#EIR).

The two principles complement each other beautifully.

In’yo Shintai governs the balance between advancing
and yielding.

A-un no kokyu governs the rhythm through which those
changes occur.

One is the balance of movement.

The other is the balance of timing.

i



7. A Practical Way to Teach It

Rather than saying:

"Synchronise your breathing.”

Try asking:

"Can you feel when the kata wants to begin?”
or

“Could you stop at any point without losing the
flow?”

If the answer is yes, they are beginning to understand
A-un no kokyu.

It is not about inhaling for three seconds and exhaling for
four.

It is about developing a natural rhythm in which breath,
body, mind and sword all move together.

A Principle for the Shoden Curriculum

For students studying Shoden, | would summarise A-un
no kokyu as:

“The harmonious unity of breath, movement, timing
and intention.”

It is the quality that allows a kata to flow naturally from
beginning to end without hesitation, interruption or
unnecessary effort. As technique matures, this harmony
extends beyond the individual to include the opponent,
where both practitioners become connected through
timing, awareness and intent.

In this sense, A-un no kokyu is not another technique to
learn. Like seme, zanshin, maai, and in’yo shintai, it is a
principle that gradually emerges as the fundamentals are
practised correctly. It is one of the subtle qualities that
distinguishes technically competent performance from
truly classical swordsmanship.

So what is the difference with Fukushiki kokyu (BEzCFEI%)

Fukushiki Kokyu and A-un no Kokyu are often confused,
yet they refer to two very different things.

A simple way to distinguish them is:
Fukushiki Kokyu is how you breathe.

A-un no Kokyu is how breath, the timing, the intent and
the interaction are harmonised.

One is a physiological method; the other is a martial
principle.

Breathing — Fukushiki kokyu (Rg=CIEIR)

B§ (fuku) — abdomen

X (shiki) — method or style

MR (kokyu) — breathing

Literally:

Abdominal (diaphragmatic) breathing

In MJER, this means allowing the diaphragm to do the
work rather than lifting the shoulders and expanding only
the upper chest.

Correct abdominal breathing:
* keeps the shoulders relaxed
* stabilises the hara

* reduces unnecessary tension
* supports posture

* promotes calmness

It is a physical skill that should become natural rather
than exaggerated.

During Shoden, you should never see obvious breathing.

Instead, the practitioner simply appears relaxed and
settled.

A-un no Kokyu (FIFDIFIE)

This has almost nothing to do with diaphragmatic
breathing.

Instead it means:

Harmony of timing, rhythm and mutual understanding.
In martial arts it describes:

* moving at exactly the correct moment

* understanding your opponent’s intention
 sharing the same rhythm

* acting without conscious delay

It is much closer to:

® hyoshi (timing)

* seme

* maai

than it is to breathing mechanics.



An MJER Example
Take Mae (g).

Fukushiki Kokyu

While sitting:

® breathing remains low
¢ shoulders relaxed

¢ body settled

¢ hara stable

Nothing dramatic.

A-un no Kokyu

You sense:

¢ the opponent’s intent

¢ exactly when to begin

e exactly when to draw

¢ exactly when the encounter has ended

The kata feels inevitable.

During Tachi Uchi no Kurai

The distinction becomes even clearer.

Fukushiki Kokyu

Both practitioners breathe naturally from the abdomen.
This prevents:

® tension

e fatigue

¢ raised shoulders

A-un no Kokyu

Both practitioners unconsciously share:
® timing

e rhythm

¢ distance

* pressure

There is no counting.

No anticipation.

Everything happens naturally.

Relationship Between the Two
Think of them as layers.

Layer 1

Fukushiki Kokyu

\J

Correct breathing.

Layer 2

Correct breathing allows:
¢ relaxed shoulders

e stable hara

o cfficient movement

Layer 3

Because the body is relaxed:
® seme improves

® timing improves

® perception improves

Layer 4
Eventually:

A-un no Kokyu emerges.

A Useful Analogy
Imagine playing music.
Fukushiki Kokyu is learning:

* how to breathe correctly while playing a flute.

A-un no Kokyu is:

* performing perfectly with another musician without
speaking.

The first is technique.

The second is relationship.

Therefore:
We can define them like this:
Fukushiki Kokyu

The method of breathing from the abdomen to
promote relaxation, stability and efficient movement.
Correct breathing supports posture, tenouchi and
movement from the hara, allowing technique to be
performed without unnecessary tension.

A-un no Kokyu

The harmonious relationship between breath, timing,
movement and intent. In iaijutsu it is expressed as
the natural rhythm of the kata, where body, mind
and sword act as one. In paired practice it extends to
an intuitive connection with the opponent, allowing
actions to arise at precisely the right moment.

One historical note that | think is important. In many
koryu — including the Tosa traditions — teachers seldom
discussed A-un no Kokyu as a formal technical concept.
They demonstrated it. Students were expected to absorb
it through years of kata practice. By contrast, Fukushiki
Kokyu is a teachable method that can be introduced
from the very beginning. One is part of the foundation;
the other is part of the maturation of the art.



