Striking Methods within the System

by Sam Benson

Systema striking methods are perhaps one of its most memorable and unique aspects. A lot of people remember the first time they felt a strike in a Systema class!

Learning how, where and when to strike is a large subject. I wanted to write something about the basics of striking according to my own understanding and experiences, at the hands of David Kirillov and Mikhail Ryabko.

Most people are concerned with speed and power when it comes to striking, the result of which is thought to be an effective or even knock-out blow. If the feet are used to strike, very complex movements are often involved, sometimes to the extent that the whole body must pirouette though 360 degrees. A lot of striking is practised into empty air. This can teach basic coordination, but is not a Systema learning method. A hands-on approach to striking allows a greater degree of awareness and understanding. 

The most important subject for me is the result of a strike, rather than its characteristics or method of delivery.  
However, it does seem that the simplest strike will often prove to be of the greatest use, especially under pressure.

Part 1: Striking Basics
Protection of the joints  
The priority when learning to strike is to protect the body from accumulative damage, one of the priorities in Systema training methodology. 

Damage to the joints or connective tissue is often sustained during repetition of incorrect practices. Tension in the body during delivery of a strike will transmit its force back to the sender. This is most likely when the limb is fully extended, forming a direct path between the impact force and the sender's body, or in a position outside of the natural range of motion where tension is very high, especially in the joints. This is particularly important because the force may be transmitted to other parts of the body, such as the spine or head. 

In the long term, feedback from striking repeatedly with a fully extended limb can lead to the ailments such as stiffness in the upper back, headaches and even damage to the eyes if a lot of heavy bag work is involved. Whilst this sounds like a debatable statement, you can test the theory practically with a partner.
Try holding you arm both completely straight and then slightly bent and have the other person hit your fist with the flat of their hand. You will notice that the straight arm transmits the force directly to the body, whereas the bent arm can flex (unless you hold it very stiff).
When the body is not tense and the limb delivering the strike is bent, the force is not reflected, but is safely dissipated.
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Alignment and Relaxation
The power or force delivered at the moment of contact is the result of efficiency and is not always related to the speed of the movement.  To achieve a high efficiency, the force or momentum generated must be transmitted with minimal losses. Efficiency is the combination of correct alignment, fixation and relaxation. Tension in the body as a whole and in particular the arm or leg will prevent transmission of the energy - the wave will be broken. Incorrect alignment will not allow transmission of energy from one person to another and may also lead to injury.

Correct alignment is a function of both skeletal positioning - most importantly the straight wrist - and the striker and recipient’s relative position. Fixation of the wrist is necessary to hold it straight or correctly aligned – it is important to learn how to fixate without becoming tense in other areas.
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Relaxation can be difficult, as it often seems to be counter intuitive. The greater the effort, the less efficient and increasingly tense you become. Tension can be controlled by breathing and conditioning. 

Conditioning for striking

A good method to develop relaxation during striking is, unfortunately, press-ups. Learning to relax whilst under load is difficult but as you tire relaxation is almost forced and tension is impossible to maintain. 

Holding the press-up position for a prolonged time is also an excellent exercise for developing correct alignment and muscle control. With this type of exercise, there are various mental benefits too. In order to experience this, the position must be held for at least 10 minutes, and after this over 30 minutes and 1 hour are required to make the exercise interesting on a psychological level.  Doing this exercise alone and with a group are two very different actions. 

Breathing during press-ups or any prolonged exercise is of course essential to maintain continuous effort and can be used as a method to shift tension to different parts of the body when pain arises from lactic acid in an overworked or over-tense muscle. Short, regular breathing will flush the blood with oxygen, enabling continued effort and reducing tension throughout the body. One of the aims of this exercise is to learn how to use the muscles without counter-effort, and has a beneficial effect on all movement.
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Tension and relaxation in specific places in the body whilst inhaling and exhaling in the press-up position can increase awareness and control of muscle tension. You may for example tense and relax the arms, chest, back, stomach and legs individually to learn how they affect the perceived difficulty of maintaining the press-up position. In doing this, you also strengthen the connection between the breathing and muscular action, and refine the function of the nervous system and improve coordination.
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Part 2:  Delivering and Receiving Strikes

Breathing and Pushing Drills
Breathing during actual striking drills should be used in the same way. I try to breathe in preparation for and during a strike to both distract myself from becoming tense and also developing the right mental intention which is not to hurt, but rather relax, move, collapse etc. (more on this later).

Slow pushing drills with the fist are the most useful way to find correct alignment as instant feedback from your partner is available. Learning how to push with the hand is the key to correct placement and understanding how a strike will move the recipient. This can be very helpful when considering combination work and how to stay within correct range during movement. Pushing drills with resistance through force or movement build up strength in technique and flexibility in direction and range. 

When pushing, it is good practise to try to use as little force as possible. In this way, it is possible to connect with the centre of gravity and move the person more easily as a whole object. Each time, the hand should be made as comfortable as possible so that the wrist can be kept easily aligned and that the hand is unlikely to slip. 

The distance between the pushing person and their partner should be quite close, so that the posture is not compromised on extension of the arm and so that the arm need not be made completely straight. However you will find that bending the elbow beyond a certain angle, especially during a movement drill, will have a negative effect on the stability of the push.
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Delivering strikes – working with contact
One of the best tools for learning to strike someone is to actually do it. Working with a partner in a static position allows the controlled increase of effort with instant feedback. Problems such as misalignment or tension become apparent quickly. Working at low intensity, good technique can be built before increasing the force involved. This scenario is useful when learning to deliver and take strikes of increased power or different quality to those previously experienced.

Initially, it is best to learn how to strike completely straight. The forearm, wrist and hand are aligned and travel straight toward the target. The elbow and shoulder must move freely to avoid curves in the strike path. The receiver of the strike can help to ensure that any misalignment is corrected. 

Receiving Strikes

The results of receiving a strike are largely dependent on the intentions of the sender, its direction, force, timing and the condition of the recipient. Thus strikes are able to calm, excite, anger and incite other emotions. They may also cause loss of balance and interrupt breathing or other functions. 

The mental and physical condition of the receiver has a large bearing on the effect of a strike and it is very useful to practice taking strikes whenever possible. It is good to increase the amount of force one can safely dissipate or deal with emotionally.   Emotional reactions to strikes will often increase or change their effect. Depending on the situation, some people will not respond to certain types strikes unless a larger amount of force is used or they are unbalanced by them.   

Displacement of hard or soft tissue by contact with the body is the main cause of injury from strikes. Whilst active movement is generally required to keep the bones away from a strike, strikes may be taken to the softer / more muscled areas of the body with minimal movement if correct breathing is applied. Localised muscle tension, or ‘density’ in the area that is struck and relaxation through the rest of the body is the easiest state in which to receive and dissipate force. 

Displacement of soft tissue causes a build up of pressure in the body cavity. If there is enough force, relative blood pressures will change as it is displaced from the organs and heads for the brain and heart. Exhaling greatly decreases the pressure within the body cavity and with accurate timing of this action, less sensation and potential effect occur. Exhalation through the mouth and maintenance of good form are generally considered useful in taking strikes. If a strike creates a winding effect, short rapid pants will restore the blood pressure to a normal level, prevent spasm of the diaphragm and can help to deal with fear or similar feelings. It can be very helpful to imagine balling up the sensation and trying to breathe it out piece by piece.

Other methods of dealing with strikes after they have been received, is to spread the feeling out as much as possible. Tensing the arms and legs can help dissipate tension from the torso, especially if you are able to ‘catch’ it with your breath.

When movement is involved, continuing the direction of the strike with parts of or the entire body will minimise its effect and ‘keep’ the energy received for other tasks, such as counter-striking.

Receiving strikes is not only a physical process. The psychological effect of a strike is also important. If we wish to avoid becoming incapacitated by a strike mentally, we must learn the difference between the sensation of contact and the sensation of injury. The loss of irrational (but not ‘healthy’) fear that comes from being struck or the threat of being struck may increase clarity of thought in a variety of stressful situations. By receiving strikes without injury, fear will also be reduced through familiarity. A good idea is to think of strikes as a massage! 
Strikes to the face are common because the face is where emotions are expressed most strongly. 

Furthermore, it is thought the face is where most damage can be inflicted.

It is good to experience the psychological and physical differences when struck on or striking the face. In general, strikes are best received with jaw held closed. This prevents dislocation of the jaw and damage to the teeth from them colliding from a distance apart. In drills that have face contact, you can start gently with an open hand. When training with Mikhail, I have had the opportunity to experience and observe more forceful face strikes (he has a degree of control which makes this possible). Continuing the movement and breathing prevents injury and concussion. 

Function

The effect of a strike can vary a great deal. The intention of the striker is important and must be clear in his or her mind. In trying to achieve a specific effect with a strike the elements of precision, penetration and direction come together as learnt from the pushing drills. 

Strikes can be used to move or take down a person: in this situation the direction of the strike becomes very important and will hopefully have an effect on the form. In some instances, several strikes are required to complete the task without compromising good posture.
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Strikes can also be used as a distraction: because strikes have a strong psychological effect they can be used to create opportunity and force movement.
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More seriously, strikes will often disable a person, either partially or wholly. Pushing drills create control through increased awareness of force and for this reason, even in dynamic training; injuries created by strikes are very rare. However if the intent exists, strikes to the different parts of the body can create changes in blood pressure, interruption of breathing, shock and nerve dysfunction in the limbs. The purpose of learning precision is to do these things without causing unnecessary injury.

Strikes can also be used to calm or excite. Changing the blood pressure or creating strong sensation in different muscle groups will often calm or excite an individual. In general (but not always) upward and swift surface strikes, particularly to the muscles will raise blood pressure and spirits. Downward, slow and heavy strikes to the stomach in particular will have the opposite effect. Often, these type of strikes will affect the breathing, creating tension with in-breath and loss of posture with the out-breath. Timing the delivery of the strike to a specific point in the breathing cycle can amplify these effects.  
Learning the potential effects of strikes often occurs at the pushing stage.

[image: image18.jpg]



Part 3: Complementary Issues
Striking with the feet – Extra considerations

The feet can be used at different times to the hands because of the difference in range, vertical position and speed of movement. 
The striking principals used with the hands also apply to the legs. Alignment and relaxation are essential. In the same way as with the arms, pushing drills teach correct alignment and placement of the feet.
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When lifting a leg to deliver a strike, balance also becomes an issue. It is also much more difficult to shift the bodies’ weight when on one leg. A good method for learning balance aside from the pushing drills themselves is to lift one leg when on the flat of the other foot, the tip toes and with the eyes closed (harder than it sounds!).
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In general, we try kick without exaggerated hip movement. This allows is to keep the supporting foot straight, deliver several kicks and maintain mobility. Kicking methods that twist the whole leg at the hip may lead to accumulative stress in the joint. They also and severely limit mobility during a relatively lengthy execution and create opportunity for the kicker to be caught or unbalanced. High or spinning kicks are also unsuitable for use when carrying objects or if injury has occurred.
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As usual, it is the three basic Systema conditioning exercises that will help when using the feet. Squats can be used to develop relaxation, strength, muscle control and balance, which are essential for striking with the feet. Specifically, stabilisation of the knee joint by development of muscles surrounding the knee during the squat is particularly useful.  

Often, when training with the legs, infrequently used muscles become fatigued quite quickly. Press-ups are an excellent method of dispersing the increased blood pressure and/or lactic acid in the legs built up during training. 

Leg raises will develop strength in the hips and balance the muscle groups that lift and extend the legs. (See article on Flexibility and Strength for more information) 

Bruising

During training that involves contact, sometimes we get bruised, especially if certain skills are unfamiliar to us, or the contact level is higher than we are ready for. 
Bruising most often occurs where the skin is close to the bone, as there is less tissue to absorb the force. The colour of a bruise comes from blood which escapes from broken capillaries and swelling can stimulate local nerves making the area sore to the touch. When an area is sore and a fresh bruise is developing, massaging the area can break the bruise up and prevent prolonged soreness. Using the thumb the skin is pressed and pushed from the inner part of the sore area to the outer, to disperse the swelling. Breathing can help with this method a great deal.

Massage

Strikes can be used in a more positive way – to massage for example. In Systema we try to present the positive and health applications of skills as well as their use in combat. Gentle use of the fists (and feet) can break up tension in muscles as well as revive and refresh a tired body, especially in combination with more conventional massage methods. 
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(/\ above) Straight and slightly bent arm. Photos show the difference between a straight arm in which the elbow is locked open with resulting tension, and a straight arm where the elbow remains slightly bent. A slightly bent elbow allows relaxation and prevents force travelling directly back to the upper torso and head. 











(/\ above) Alignment of the wrist. Photos show a correctly aligned wrist (left) and a slightly bent wrist (right). The wrist must be held straight in all striking work and a little muscle tension in this area will keep the joints aligned. The arrows show how the pushing force will be transmitted. In the right photo the force will be dissipated through flex in the wrist joint.  This tension should not be kept anywhere other than the wrist and press-up drills can be used to help develop this skill. 








(/\ above) Press- up positions. These pictures show the difference between two start positions for the press-up. The left photo shows the arms completely straight (indicated by the arrow), which can result in excessive wear on the elbow. The right photo shows a slight bend in the arm, which protects the elbow and increases the relative difficulty of the exercise. Note also that the position of the hand lies further down the body, rather than opposite the shoulder. 





(<left) Close-up of the hand during the press-up. In order to develop the correct contact type and to protect the hand from injury during contact, a slightly relaxed hand is best. The photo shows a whitening of the skin from the area above the thumb to the first knuckle, which appears when the hand is relaxed.





(/\ above) Pushing with a closed fist. These pictures show different positions within a pushing drill. Varying the position of the hand each time gives experience in working from a variety of situations.





(<above and left) Athletic kicking. These kicks rely on rotational momentum or a high degree of flexibility. You can see from these pictures the effect of reaching with the foot on the balance and form, especially by observing the angle of the upper body. Note also the angle of the supporting foot – this results in a twist of the hip joint outside of the normal range of motion and stability.


The length of time and physical effort involved in performing these movements are relatively large in comparison to simple or low lever kicks.








(<left) Lifting the leg. This drill improves balance and control over the feet. Repeating the drill whilst balanced on the tiptoes and/or with closed eyes adds a further degree of difficulty to the drill. When the leg is lifted is should be held for a short period of time – for one breath cycle, then two etc.





(<above and left) Pushing with the feet. The key to learning useful kicking skills is being able to first push a person with the feet. It is for this reason that kicks aimed higher on the body are much more difficult to use.


After initial placement of the foot, it is good practise to pause in order to find or test the balance. Relaxation, breathing, good form and balance are required to push effectively, especially if training with a larger partner.





(/\ above) Contact with the head. Striking to the face often has an effect on the form. Also, because the physical and psychological effect of contact with the face is large in comparison to the body, striking or pushing the head will often create the beginning of a takedown.  





(<left) Work without contact Mikhail demonstrates how to force another person to move. People will break their form quite dramatically in response to a threat, which is real or perceived as real. In this type of movement, precision, timing and intention are crucial. Contrary to popular belief the strike is real, the recipient choosing not to make contact rather than the exponent.





(<above and left) Striking the body. Contact with the body and control of direction produces different results. The white arrows show the direction of the strike during contact, as dictated by the alignment of the elbow. Red arrows represent the alignment of the spine and indicate the posture/balance.





 Note the differences in the muscle tension and form of the recipient as a result of upward and downward directions. Striking across the body can turn the person in such a way that a potential strike can be prevented.  








(<above and left) Using striking to massage the body. Strikes have a stimulating effect when used on the muscles of the body. When the muscles become sore as a result of injury, the cause is often a tightening of the muscle fibres and exclusion of blood. The correct type of striking can break up these ‘knots’ in the muscle and speed up healing of the affected area. 








