VINTAGE CHARACTER vs. MODERN TECHNIQUE By Scott Langley
Sensei Bruno Koller 6th Dan JKA (Switzerland), once told me that karateka are like cars, that is to say that vintage cars are believed to be superior in many ways to the modern-day production car. H o w e v e r , in reality the average production car can out-perform the vintage cars in speed, safety and efficiency. He, obviously went on to say t h a t the Sensei that founded our great style, although believed to be of such a h i g h quality, were in actual fact much weaker, slower and less effective than the m o d e r n day karateka. I instantly disagreed with Bruno sensei in a kind of knee-jerk reaction, however, the more I t h o u g h t about his analogy, the more I came to understand and agree with what h e was saying. However, before I c o n t i n u e this article I feel I first must q u a l i f y my comments. It goes without saying that the masters of the past were f a n t a s t i c a l l y talented, incredibly strong p e o p l e , who were responsible for the d e v e l o p m e n t of karate from its infancy i n t o the world-wide art it is today. However, what this article is trying to do is l o o k at the physical development of karate, and as such at times Karate will be compared with "other" sports, although I can assure you that I feel karate is far from a sport. The evolution of karate is no different f r o m the evolution of other sports, like a t h l e t i c s . Athletics provides us with a perfect example, as athletes are running f a s t e r , throwing further and jumping h i g h e r than their counterparts of thirty years ago. Infact, athletes of thirty years a g o were similarly doing better than a t h l e t e s thirty years before that. And although it is possible to say that people are bigger, stronger and more healthier than times gone by, it does not account for the constant stream of broken records that we see today. However, what does account for these advancements is the natural evolution of sporting technique. That is, as athletes and coaches become more experienced and develop a greater u n d e r s t a n d i n g of body mechanics and technique, athletes are able to use this knowledge to improve performance. So if we turn our attention to karate, we are able to see the same thing. Many of us have seen the old JKA Kata tapes, and watched with interest to see how kata w a s done back then, compared with t o d a y . However, I doubt anyone would u s e these old tapes to improve their technique. It is interesting to note whether the jump in Unsu is taken from zenkutsud a c h i , kokutsu-dachi or kiba-dachi, but no-one would use these tapes to learn h o w to do the stances. And this is because as the JKA has evolved as an organisation, so too has its technique. If we take karate's foundation, stance, as an example, it perfectly illustrates this point. I have only been doing karate for thirteen years, but if I were to ask more e x p e r i e n c e d karateka, I am sure they would agree with me in saying that when k a r a t e first came to the UK, hanmeshomen hip movement was not given the importance it has today. Hanme-shomen was always taught in zenkutsu-dachi, but n e v e r in kiba-dachi or kokutsu-dachi. H o w e v e r , in recent years, due to increased understanding and evolution of t e c h n i q u e , karate in the UK has g o n e through a revolution with the "introduction" of hanme-shomen in kibadachi and kokutsu-dachi. Even zenkutsudachi has fundamentally changed with the back leg being relaxed and bent, and the hips being able to be pulled back a lot m o r e than the traditional 45 degree explanation. Plus within all stances the i d e a of a triangle of power has been introduced, so that at all times power is concentrated and directed to the target. (See previous article issue 60). A s well as stance, hip use in technique has also evolved. The use of h i p s when performing yoko geri keage h a s fundamentally changed the effectiveness of the kick. I am sure most people first learnt yoko geri keage as a s i m p l e , fast snapping kick, that was practiced by attacking your partner under the armpit! However, now we know that if we synchronise the hip snap and the push of the supporting leg, then this produces a m u c h more effective and devastating t e c h n i q u e , with the power of yoko geri kekomi and the speed of mae geri. (See previous article issue 52). It is also possible to see that karate h a s developed into a technically safer "sport". How many older karateka do you k n o w with knee and hip problems resulting from the way they used to push t h e i r knees out over their little toes in zenkutsu, kiba and kokutsu-dachi? Over t h e years this constant unnatural movement and positioning puts excess pressure on joints, resulting in ligament and cartilage problems. However, due to t h e evolution of karate I am sure no i n s t r u c t o r in their right mind would still teach such dangerous stances today. S o in conclusion, I do not mean to a f f r o n t the masters of yesterday-year, i n f a c t this article is meant as a compliment to them, as every karateka in the world today, no matter how high and m i g h t y they may have become, are s t a n d i n g on the shoulders of these old masters. They produced students good enough to continue the development of karate, and if these students had failed to evolve karate, then Shotokan would have s i m p l y stagnated and withered away. Without this constant movement forward, we would have very quickly fallen behind. K a r a t e , like anything else, must be c o n s t a n t l y on the move, and if the masters of yesterday-year are better than the masters of today, then we have been doing something seriously wrong.

