Essay as part of the requirement for shoudan.

Requested by Alan Higgs Sensei and Peter Cleydon Sensei.

Kihon Kouzou (foundation structure) 

The kihon kouzou are a series of basic partner exercises designed to give us a foundation for more complicated Aikido techniques and practices. The principles of the Shodokan Aikido style are embodied in the Kihon Kouzou. For true mastery of Aikido to be attained it is necessary that one understand the Kihon Kouzou. For each exercise in the Kihon Kouzou I will briefly discuss which basic principles of Aikido should be observed and what applications stem from the exercise.

Tegatana awase

This exercise is a practice of metsuke (eye contact) and correct distance. Nariyama Shihan emphasises that no matter where the other person moves you should maintain the same correct distance you have at the start of the exercise. Blending is essential to attain this. If your partner pushes you go back. With enough practice both people should be able to do this exercise without hands because the correct distance becomes intuitive. To have awareness of where your partner is moving metsuke is important. Shihan mentions the importance of peripheral vision and 360 degree visibility. This is important here as to blend effectively you need to be able to detect movement as it is happening.

One application of tegatana awase is tanto randori. In tanto randori it is important to keep correct distance to avoid getting stabbed and also to have awareness of uke's body.

Seichu sen no bogyou

The same principles apply as the previous exercise however there is a more important one in this case and it is timing. To practice this exercise correctly both partners should treat it seriously. Uke's attack should come with intent and should attack randomly each time. Tori on the other hand should be aware of uke's whole body and should react immediately to any aggression on the part of uke. This includes any vague movements of the hands and this is where metsuke comes in. The push should be through the centre, similar to gasshou uke. This is important, though not the central focus of this exercise. A good application of this practice is the second technique of the goshin no kata. Here tori is reacting immediately to uke's attack. The same timing principle can be applied in this technique as in seichu sen no bogyou.

Gasshou uke and Tegatana no bogyou

The principles of these exercises are very similar. Both exercises teach us primarily about keeping ourselves centred. Each attack should be checked through the centre line. At the same time it is essential that you don't just move you arms without moving your body. As Nariyama Shihan pointed out you can do the practice this way with your eyes closed! Both gasshou uke and tegatana no bogyou originated from sword work. The difference is we practice without swords and use hand blades instead. In sword work it is essential that you keep your sword in your centre for maximal protection and efficiency. The same can be said about our bodies. It is through our centre line that we are the strongest.

Shotei awase

There are a few things this exercise teaches us. Firstly it teaches us strong posture. By that I mean the hips are sunk, the weight is evenly distributed, the feet are shoulder width apart and the shoulders are square. Secondly it teaches us how to focus our energy through a point. Shihan calls this concentrated power. In this case the shotei is the focal point of this power. He also describes that building up this strength is the primary aim of this exercise. Thirdly shotei awase teaches us about centre like the previous two exercises. There are numerous applications of this practice. Techniques such as shomen ate where tori pushes uke through the shotei and oshi taoshi where the focus is again through the shotei into uke's elbow are such examples. In the latter case if tori is not strong enough uke will simply push the elbow back, so in this sense shotei awase is a very important practice.

Hiriki no yousei

In this exercise tori utilises all of the principles mentioned above. Metsuke is used for detecting when uke is coming to attack, timing is essential in the reaction to uke's grab, tori must keep his/her arms in their centre after the turn and finally concentrated power is used to gain advantage over uke. Good balance is required throughout, particularly during the turn. As you turn you need to focus on projecting your energy through you hands so that your weight goes forwards rather than backwards.

It is difficult to find direct applications of this practice as in a way this practice builds on the previous five, combining the principles into a single exercise. For me this is the most difficult out of the six.

Go no sen no kuzushi

I will talk about these eight techniques in general terms.

Firstly they are all balance breaks, hence the term kuzushi. Although the balance breaks take different forms, the means of achieving this in all the techniques is the same. It's only through good timing that the balance can be taken. As tori you have to sense when uke's weight is unevenly distributed. This is usually just before their front foot touches the mat. For instance in the jodan techniques you can force uke onto their toes by moving just as their front foot touches the mat. Once you have their balance the rest of the technique should be effortless. Even a short person should have no problem overcoming a tall person.

Secondly it is crucial that all these techniques are done in your centre. One technique I had problems with (and still do) is the first of the gedan. It is very easy to try to pull with your shoulder rather than push through turning your body and keeping your hand in your centre.

Finally tsukuri and maai play a crucial role in the effectiveness of the techniques. For instance in the jodan techniques too big a distance could result in you having to resort to upper arm strength and not utilising the power of the hips. In the second of the jodan the structure of the arm is important. By dropping your elbow you connect your arm to your hips and prevent yourself from pulling with your arm.

I believe that through practising “go no sen no kuzushi” I can improve the effectiveness of all my Aikido techniques. This is because, with the exception of the atemi waza, most of the balance breaks you will find in any Aikido technique are similar to or identical to a balance break in the go no sen no kuzushi. I find performing any technique to be difficult unless I manage to break the balance first. This is particularly the case when training with people stronger and taller than myself.

The kihon kouzou is important to practice because it gives you a foundation which makes learning Aikido easier. It's easy to learn the hand placements and foot movements of a technique and say “I know the technique.” However this sort of thinking is missing the point. Aikido is an art and each technique has subtle points. There may be any number of elements a person can work on to improve the technique. These include maai, timing, tsukuri, posture, centre, concentrated power and metsuke, though the list goes on. The kihon kouzou exercises are specially designed to allow Aikido practitioners to develop the non technical aspects of Aikido to make their techniques more effective.
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