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Sumo Wrestling



Sumo has prehistoric roots in Japan; evidence of its existence date back at least 1500 years. Sumo began in legend, when the Japanese god Take-mikazuchi, won a sumo match against the leader of a rival tribe, thus claiming the islands of Japan for the Japanese people. The first real sumo matches were part of the Shinto religion; wrestlers performed these matches paired with sacred dancing within Shinto shrines as an agricultural ritual to pray for a good harvest. During the Nara Period, the eighth century AD, the Imperial Court began to host sumo in annual wrestling festivals, changing it to the highly formulated and ritualized sport it is today. During the Age of the Samurai sumo was used as a form of military training, from which offshoots of martial arts developed. When peace was restored during the Age of Shoguns in the 17th century, sumo became a sport played professionally and the national sport of Japan.

The object of a sumo match is to form one’s opponent outside of a ring or to throw him onto the floor of the ring. The ring is 4.55 meters in diameter and covered with a mixture of clay and sand, 34 to 60 cm high. This covering is removed after each match, and a new one is built before each tournament. The circle is bounded by rice-straw bales, partially buried in the clay and placed at certain points so that a wrestler under pressure at the edge of the ring will often try to move himself round to one of these points to allow him to push back more effectively against his opponent who is trying to force him out. At the center of the circle are two white lines which the wrestlers must position themselves behind at the start of the bout. Around the ring is a layer of fine sand, which can be used to determine whether a wrester has touched a part of his body outside the ring. A sumo match usually lasts about four to five minutes, but only twenty seconds would be devoted to fighting. The rest of the time is devoted to the pre-bout traditions. First, the wrestlers will rinse their mouths with water and wipe their bodies with a paper towel. Then they will scatter a handful of salt to purify the ring, and to make sure that they will not be injured. At this point they crouch forward facing each other in the center of the ring with their fists on the ground, glaring at each other. However, they still do not begin their fight. They will go back to their corners and scatter more salt, and return to glare. This process is repeated for a few minutes, as rules allow. Finally, the match begins. As earlier stated, most matches only last a few seconds, but some can last for a few minutes. The bout ends when a wrestler is pushed out of the ring, thrown to the ground, or he uses an illegal move or his silk belt comes undone. After the match, the technique used to win the match is decided and announced the audience. The tournament is concluded with a ceremonial dance by one of the victors.


Sumo wrestlers are very popular today, something like famous athletes, movie stars, or pop singers are in the United States. In the Middle Ages the sumo wrestlers were also like heroes. Artists painted their pictures and they were treated to free meals by fans. Today’s major sumo celebrity, Fiamalu Penitani, born in Samoa, adopted the name of Musahimaru Koyo when he took Japanese citizenship. Known as “Moose” or “Maru,” he is 1.91m tall and weighed over 230kg at his heaviest. Musashimaru's laid back style and seeming lack of killer instinct led many to predict that he was typically Hawaiian and would never win into the inner cercil of Sumo. There had never been a foreign wrestler promoted to the highest rank. Akebono, another American sumo, finally broke through that barrier in 1993 but Musashimaru had to wait until July 1999 for his hour of glory. Sumo’s international following in recent times has been strengthened by the presence of non-Japanese wrestlers. During the last 15 years, the names of foreign wrestlers Akebono, Konishiki and Musashimaru have become household names, and the continued success of foreign participants has led to officials imposing a ban restricting stables to 3 foreigners at any time. Retired Hawaiian, Konishiki, currently holds the record for being the heaviest wrestler in history, reaching a colossal 280kg during his peak years. The most dominant rikishi to take to the ring in the 20th century were Futabayama (1912~68), who won a record 69 consecutive bouts in 1936~9; Taiho (1940~ ), who won a record 32 tournaments before retiring in 1971; Chiyonofuji (1955~ ), whose almost unbeatable sumo in the 1980's earned him the nickname 'The Wolf' and Takanohana (1972~ ). After retiring, Chiyonofuji became an oyakata stablemaster under the name Kokonoe. Retired Hawaiian behemoth Konishiki, at 280kg the heaviest rikishi in sumo history, has become a TV personality and popular TV commercial pitchman. 
