Systema Training Seminar Commentary – Münster Germany 29th and 30th January 2005

By G. Filotto

Notes to take into consideration: 

1. This commentary is being written on the 10th February 2005 and as such, memory gaps are bound to have occurred.

2. I have been practicing Systema only since September of 2004 and not with the intensity and/or regularity I would consider necessary to have achieved any level of proficiency/understanding of this system (twice a week most weeks is nowhere near what I would consider an ideal, which may be several hours every day). As a result, my observations are limited in terms of my understanding of Systema.

3. Related to point 2 above, my own understanding of any martial art concepts is quite deeply based on karate-do principles, which I practiced for a number of years, achieving Nidan grade. Conceptually as well as spiritually (though defining that term would take pages) I believe most martial arts have a kind of confluence point once a certain level of proficiency is achieved, though certain fundamental undertones can be quite different in origin and hence in expression of the style/art/practice of the system in question not only on a physical level, but also on a mental/spiritual level. Although very different in many ways, the point of Systema which originally appealed to me the most is central to karate as well in my opinion, and this is that if one is to be effective, one should be free mentally, spiritually and physically to act as dictated by circumstance and providence. Ideally of course, the objective of this effectiveness is to be of service in a just manner. As a result however, I am for the moment prone to trying to filter Systema experiences by relating them to Karate, as it is the closest thing my body and mind have in terms of reference base against which to compare experiences. This may be disturbing or annoying to some or make it feel like I am trying to compare the two systems or things of this sort. Any such explanations by me are not intended in this way and I apologise in advance if they are interpreted this way.

Day one: 

Warm-up:

The usual stepping and breathing in and breathing out familiar to most warm-up sessions was performed with instructions by Vladimir as to how many steps breathing in and breathing out to take. I found the rhythms varied considerably from those I have become accustomed to training with David and Val and to me at least it certainly helped drive home an essential point regarding this exercise.

Though David often discusses the importance of the psychological effect of breathing exercises, it is only once you feel things in your body that they become real to you. Sometimes being a good little soldier and used to following instructions you can perform actions, even quite accurately, without necessarily grasping the intent behind it for quite a while. This “wooden” or log-like behaviour which certain aspects of karate certainly foster has its advantages under certain situations, but it is limiting too at times.

The key point I learnt from the breathing exercises is that it really has nothing to do with fitness, etc. It is an EXCELLENT way however of removing deep-set fear you have stuck in your body at a deep cellular level. It is also a little bit nicer than getting rid of this fear by the alternative method of having multiple, trained, efficient people give you a kicking with little holds barred nor much mercy on a regular basis. But not MUCH nicer. I think if you do this exercise properly it is quite powerful and the range of emotions experienced internally is not that different from facing multiple, serious opponents in a severe training environment. The good thing is that at the end of the exercise in Systema you have no broken bones and can experience the expansion of mind/spirit without being distracted by the physical side-effects. It is in any case taxing mentally and I think requires perseverance to face honestly and fully at each training session. I do not have enough experience to know the merits of it long term, but I would bet they are considerable. In a sense, this was maybe the single biggest discovery point for me of the seminar.

Crowd Psychology: 

An exercise in crowd psychology that Vladimir made us do was very interesting for me to note. I felt able to distinguish a decidedly free-er attitude amongst Systema practitioners than say karateka with respect to “letting” themselves go in terms of emotional display and action in a crowd environment. How much of this letting go was intentional or unintentional is sometimes difficult to judge, however I felt that karate training helped greatly in this exercise in terms of not allowing myself to be offended, angered, scared or in other ways unduly influenced from what was in any event quite an emotionally charged crowd despite its being still done within the confines of a training environment.

Again, the psychological aspect of this exercise I believe was the key point and it drove home once more that Systema has a very high level of mental discipline in it and it is fostered on its practitioners probably earlier and faster than most other martial systems I have encountered.

Breathing exercises: 

Already discussed in the warm-up commentary, I still think it is important to mention that the push-ups, sit-ups and whatever else one can come up with are important to do with varied breathing components. The principles that Vladimir explained which I recall as being most important are:

1. The whole movement is contained within the breathing. Whatever you do, however you move, the breathing is larger than the movement. The exact implications of this are yet unclear to me in terms for example of how it relates to very quick, instinctive anaerobic movements you may experience in certain real-life situations. Tentatively I would guess (but I may be very wrong) that such a movement would be less effective than one where your body has been trained to instinctually respond with correct breathing for the event. In any case, even a bad movement sometimes is better than no movement, and this aspect of de-training of certain karate-induced body-reactions is certainly my personal difficulty to face.

2. Exercising without breath is extremely effective in expanding your own ability to master your emotions. It is difficult to explain the sense of this. It needs to be practised and experienced. There is a sense that it also does something at a physical level. Fundamental in this is attempting to perform the exercise not rushed, but in the opposite fashion, as slow and controlled and relaxed as you can get them. It is perhaps the toughest (yet safest and easily accessible) mental exercise I know of presently to begin training your brain in a way that is very useful for application of martial techniques in reality should the need arise.

Again, during this portion of the seminar for me the central point it brought home was the paramount importance of the psychological components of Systema. Obviously given my extremely limited knowledge of this system and abysmal ignorance of it, I may be way off base, but at this stage my sense of Systema is almost that the mental/emotional/invisible part of it is well over 90% of the system. If you can master that aspect of it I feel as if the physical techniques are just a kind of add-on at the end that will in any case develop almost as a side-effect.

All martial arts state that a battle is 90% mental, and this is true, but in Systema a great deal of emphasis is placed on training this aspect of the system rather than the physical side of it, making it quite different from most other systems I have any experience of.

General points: 

1. We did several grab and escape exercises and two on one exercises, which were useful primarily in terms of noting how I think Vladimir teaches and how Systema training generally begins gently and as the people doing the exercise become more comfortable with it they naturally speed it up/take it to a higher level. Nevertheless the importance of executing the exercise as instructed is to be noted, otherwise it can be easy to fall into a state where there is in a sense “much ado about nothing”. Sometimes language/translations/teaching style can be a barrier to understanding the precise intention behind an instruction, however the more experienced students were very good in terms of driving home the intent when exercising with persons like myself that perhaps have limited understanding at this stage. Particularly welcomed were those students who did this with little or no verbal component but rather by acting, moving and if necessary guiding correctly whilst doing the exercise, with only the odd word of explanation when required. Too often I feel it is easy to talk instead of do. These more experienced students whom even whilst talking were busy doing and forcing you to do in turn, were very welcome and I extend my thanks to them.

2. Vladimir was quite clear on the need for gradual increase of training concepts. In fact on day 2, when he discussed striking concepts he emphasised the need for the gradual build-up of the now familiar punching exercises we do to each other. I was very relieved by this point, because I have been struggling with being comfortable being hit in the solar plexus without the option of really blocking, moving out of the way, hitting back, hitting first :) etc. etc.. For some reason this spot reacts more for me than possibly even being hit with comparable force in the face, and certain other points don’t faze me at all. The confirmation that the striking of the training partner should be done as a way to gradually accustom him or her to the blows was I have to say quite welcome from a personal point of view (and I dare say I was not alone in this).

3. Several times throughout the seminar Vladimir referred to other martial arts and their practitioners, specific examples of karateka, judoka, jujitsuka, wrestlers and I think also boxers were used and each time it was done in a positive and constructive manner. The sense I got from Vladimir was that he used the strengths of each system as a way of explaining or refining some concept of Systema in terms of explaining how to deal with such attacks. There were references made to the ability of karateka and boxers (though if in different ways obviously) to strike quite efficiently when discussing strikes and how to handle them, similarly when discussing grabs Vladimir referred to wrestlers, Judoka and Jujitsuka; at one point (in day 2) explaining that if grabbed in a proper headlock from behind by someone that knows what they are doing, you have at most maybe one to one and a half seconds to escape before you are essentially done for. I found this approach to other systems sensible and further confirmation of Vladimir’s ability, since like other practitioners of a martial system whom have reached a certain rather incredible level of ability, Vladimir seems to have an almost complete absence of ego in such matters. I have also given my impressions of Vladimir at the end of this write up in more detail. 

Day two:

Some more “group therapy” (crowd fighting), breathing exercises and grabs and escapes were done, the main point I got out of these was in the crowd exercise where some people lie flat on the floor while a crowd engages in fighting above. Scary as this exercise sounds, it was really quite interesting. 

Firstly, from a teaching point of view Vladimir was careful to explain that we should “look after your training partners”, but he did this in an excellent way, difficult to describe. In training it is fundamental that you train as much as possible to elevate those whom have a lesser skill than your own and similarly you endeavour to push yourself by training with people that have more skill than yourself. In this respect I think karate has (at least at the dojo where I was lucky enough to train) an approach to potential injuries or damage done to practitioners in training that is quite superior in attitude to most martial art schools. The basic premise of our dojo was that we accepted anyone for training, however once you were in, you followed the rules. Not following the rules did not get you expelled, really the only way of doing that was by behaving in a way that I have not yet seen and would probably be categorised under mentally unfit. The rules were relatively simple and familiar to most martial artists and related primarily to basic etiquette (show up on time, behave respectfully towards everyone etc.). There was (and is) no rule per se that states you cannot, with no warning, try and take off the head of your instructor and/or grade superior. Partly because said more experienced practitioner should be able to look after himself, regardless of physical limitations etc. and partly because unlike what most people think, there are, many ways to learn…for some, the hard way is the chosen way…and no one will dissuade you from doing as you see fit in the end. The only concession which is in any case not spelt out but one soon learns, is that respect must be given for seniority, regardless of the actual grades. If a young arrogant student of a relatively high grade decides to beat on an elderly, lower graded, less physically able person, the instructor may or may not stop it if he becomes aware of it, depending on many factors and his own character, but almost certainly, the young student will somehow rather casually face a brutal encounter with someone of superior ability, or multiple encounters with people of determined resolve, which in the end accounts to the same thing. A beating of sorts. It is “of sorts” because we do not call it a beating. It is not actually referred to. It just sort of happens. And it still looks and feels surprisingly exactly the same to a beating.

When training amongst senior grades, it is understood that physical damage can and does result from intense training, however, generally no malicious intent is actually being expressed, since both practitioners understand the risks and are in agreement about helping each other achieve better levels of proficiency. 

This feeling is often difficult to foster in non-karatekas and excessive apologies, or anger or resentment can and does occur when flesh meets bone with a little too much accuracy and enthusiasm. Vladimir I think did a masterful job in getting the crowd to live in this way (that is to accept responsibility both for what we do as well as what gets done to us) and to be honest I am not sure how he did it. I know it wasn’t the individual level of the practitioners that was necessarily very high, because I did feel the crowd exercise the day before and noted not a few examples of …shall we say…mild emotional effects…I think it is true that when in the presence of a great teacher, people naturally tend to perform better, and however this process of induction/conduction works, it certainly worked here. I do not know how to explain this point, I merely noticed it and am reporting it.

Secondly, it was quite clear that it is really rather difficult for people to choose to injure each other and one has indeed to work at it if he is to make it second nature. When removed by yet another step of proximity by making the injuring of a person something that happens as a side-effect rather than your primary intent (such as stepping on someone’s face unintentionally or uncaringly while fighting another bunch of people) the effect is measurably more noticeable. I felt that the safest place paradoxically was actually on the ground in this exercise. I am well aware that in a real crowd, prey to a real frenzy, this is a different situation, however the lesson gained is the same. Keeping a cool head and a relaxed body in such a situation is advantageous. I would guess even more important (and difficult) would be the having of a free mind. This would allow you to act “as required” more easily in order to say get up in a frenzied crowd rather than being trampled to death. 

Knife work:

The latter part of the seminar was devoted to knife fighting and was personally very interesting to me.

Vladimir first discussed the basics of knife-throwing and these boiled down to ultimately, becoming familiar with the knife, sensing its balance and using the correct method of throwing for the distance the target is at. These included both throwing the knife by the blade as well as by the handle, overhand and underhand throws and more direct, spear-throwing like movements. Obviously the only way to learn how to do these things is by practicing. Difficult to do in London, but I suspect much easier in other places around the world where throwing a knife at a tree in a forest for example is not likely to get you a fine for God alone knows how many infractions of law. 

Vladimir referred several times to the fact that the distance for knife throwing was generally a couple of metres away. Even when discussing throwing a knife at a target further away the volunteer was never more than 5 or 6 metres away from Valdimir. It was interesting for me to note this as it quickly dispelled for the present at least, any myth-like activities such as a James Bond-like ability to dispatch immediately and silently the classic baddie with a knife-throw some 15 metres in distance. I am not saying it is impossible, just that like the famed open-hand palm strike to the nose that kills instantly, there is (thankfully) quite a gap between the theory and the practice of these techniques. Having said this, I think that knife-throwing is generally an extremely unlikely and very narrowly required activity even for professional persons acting in real-world circumstances. Technological weapon advances essentially obviate the need for it in armed conflict and I cannot think of an instance in civilian activities where one might require this as a matter of course (other than as a circus act). Then again, maybe I am limited in my imagination, but personally, if I ever had to face an opponent whilst armed only with a knife, the only time I think I could envision throwing it is to buy me a split second of distraction/damage in order to get closer and/or prevent accurate completion of the opponent’s action-in-progress. For my purposes just about any object would do in such an instance and I do not envision it as worth taking the time it would require to train in the specifics of knife-throwing beyond what I have done up to now (very little). Though I did carry a knife as a back-up weapon when working professionally, this was only because my position in the team was such that my proximity to any potential threat was going to be closer than any other team member and in certain circumstances, using a knife would have been very much faster than reloading my primary weapon. I never really considered the possibility of throwing it should it ever have come to a point where I actually needed to use it, nor can I really see that possibility arising for my own situation.

In terms of handling conflict with a knife-wielding opponent I felt that this was a good introduction to the practicalities of actually dealing with such an event in a realistic manner other of course than running away, shooting him from a distance etc. etc.

I was lucky enough to be able to volunteer as a training dummy on two occasions with Vladimir, and in both instances I got a sense of the man’s ability primarily by the fact that he did not at any point do one gram more than was needed to disarm or neutralise me and though he was moving at slow speed and with care for trying to explain what was happening, I did attack in earnest, yet I never felt forced, somehow I just ended up on the floor or unarmed or trapped and each time Vladimir was in a position that was without any doubt in total control of the situation.

It is difficult for me to say much here in terms of specific learning that may apply to others, because this whole part of the seminar for me was extremely kinaesthetic. That is, it was useful and I gained from it, but there was little consciousness in it, mostly it was learning of a body-level (kinaesthetic) as opposed to intellectual or conscious.

One point I did notice and have filed consciously was that certain aspect of the art of fencing, which I did practice years ago and in which I had a natural talent, did seem to lend itself well to being more effective in attacking when using a knife against your average Systema practitioners.

Main points that I can offer gained from this exercise are simple ones:

1. We did an exercise where you focussed on controlling the knife wielding arm of the attacker so that he could not stab you, yet never really disarming him or finishing him off, but rather controlling his activity. I feel this was quite a useful exercise again mostly psychologically and although I IN NO WAY AM SUGGESTING YOU SHOULD EVER DO THIS, I think it would be a very useful thing to begin training in when using real knives with an actual sharp edge, with a very gradual build up.

2. I do not believe that even a seasoned professional can train realistically with real knives without spilling his own as well as his training partner’s blood and causing and receiving potentially even lethal wounds, I believe all Systema instructors would agree with this statement, so if you plan to play with real knives, I would suggest: don’t. Think about it a lot ask yourself why on Earth would I realistically ever need to know how to deal with this and then don’t anyway. And then don’t once more. And if you still do…well, don’t come sue me or anyone else. Then again if you really do need to know how to use this stuff you are probably currently being entertained at HMR pleasure anyway or an equivalent resort with bars for windows and I would suggest you learn these things to survive not to attack.

One other point of note:

A person named Sebastian, whom I have not met before but whom obviously is quite well-trained in Systema principles and whom uses it in his work, though I did not go into details with him was rather impressive in his approach to certain exercises. At one point I had him in a relatively decent lock and he just relaxed, tapped my arm, showing me something, and told me “wait…wait, just let go a minute, wait..” So I did…let him go that is…at which point he said “Thanks.” And smiled. Easiest way out of a lock that I ever saw and perfectly in keeping with Systema principles of free action.

During one of the breaks another practitioner with some experience I think in Wing Chung (sp?) had a little bout of full-on punching at Sebastian. I missed the beginning so am not sure of what the motivation for this was originally, I suspect that the Wing-Chungist wanted to test the efficiency of Systema in terms of not getting hurt by real-life punches and Sebastian kindly volunteered as test subject.

It was an impressive impromptu demonstration because neither Sebastian nor the other gentleman are small people. Furthermore, there is no doubt in my mind that although aimed only at the chest/torso area, the Wing-Chungist was most definitely punching. And punching I think it is fair to say to the best of his ability.

Sebastian did not block as such or really “avoid” the blows nor did he counter at all, yet at times he was pushing the other person backwards. He seemed to suffer absolutely no ill-effect from the blows apart from an over-acted agonised groan after the exercise was finished. The next day I trained a little bit with Sebastian and he demonstrated zero discomfort or tenderness that I could detect.

Interestingly enough, the man punching him seemed to have suffered some minor damage to one or possibly both his hands, though not at all serious I think, he seemed more adversely affected than Sebastian. It was an interesting and quite impressive display of Systema principles in actual use.

I apologise for not getting the full name of Sebastian nor even the name of the other gentleman, but I was in learning mode, not in reporting mode.

On Vladimir Vasiliev

I thought I would present my view of Vladimir Vasiliev here purely because when I begun Systema I was trying to find out about its top exponents and precious little material was available of any sort. I bought the small book on Systema which was written from notes taken by interviewing Vladimir and it was quite good in giving me a general sense, but there was little being offered beyond a little detail (of some importance though) that I knew of personally.

I think it is important to look at the top exponents in any field. Firstly because if you are going to learn something you should try and do so from the best people you can find that perform that activity, secondly because to me at least, character matters. I can respect someone I dislike even intensely, but it is always easier to learn from someone you understand more and as a result like more. Obviously the only way of doing this is by putting yourself in the presence of the individual in question, but it can be useful to have other people’s views (though ultimately they can be considered, they should of course never form part of your own final conclusions unless they are identical on their own merits.)

I want to stress that these are merely my own opinions of Vladimir, they may be completely wrong, and I profess no higher knowledge of human beings or what drives them or my own abilities to see them as they truly are. 

Generally, Vladimir appears to be extremely relaxed, have no ego and has a knack for making you do apparently simple exercises that have quite a deep impact if performed honestly. One point that inspired great respect was that he explained the theory of something then demonstrated it and when on a few occasions the expected result did not present itself right away, he very humbly said so, explaining that even though he had dealt with the attack/attacker, this was not the particular point he wanted to emphasize. 

He would then do it again until he could adequately demonstrate the point he was trying to get across. I think given that Systema is such a free-flow in terms of the actions you can expect any given opponents to perform it is quite a lot harder to achieve any one specific given result when faced with a literally infinite number of versions of a particular attack, so I do not in any way see the occasional time that something does not express itself as intended as being any kind of a lack on Vladimir’s part. 

I have seen top exponents of karate perform actions that boggle the mind in terms of precision, timing and execution even against a person they never sparred with before nor whose ability they had occasion to measure, however given the more regimented techniques of karate, the variables are essentially reduced to a large but finite number, and with years of practice it is possible to say block a particular form of attack in such a way that you can use that energy and direct it back at the attacker with admittedly quite spectacular results, however it is quite another thing to do this in a system where no real structured attack forms exist and the behaviour of the opponent is essentially far less predictable also because psychologically he has been trained to do not a particular type of attack, but rather, what is most comfortable and effective for him to do.

It is difficult in a seminar environment to get a good in-depth sense of an instructor on a personal level in terms of real-world application of his ability (well…at least it is difficult to do so in good taste and without risking serious hospitalisation I think) however two points struck home for me in terms of this. One is that I used to work with a person that visited and trained for a limited time with Vladimir in Canada. This individual, whom I shall not name, has particular character…”facets” and on one of the first occasions in which he met Vladimir and was exposed to knife training he questioned Vladimir’s ability to defend against certain more realistic knife attacks. I have to explain here that this person has indeed a fighting ability I greatly respect, being highly competent in jujitsu and mentally able to undergo very serious situations in a professional manner. It also needs to be noted that he does not have merely a theoretical understanding of real-world situations and he is particularly sensitive to knife work, having been stabbed and nearly dying from it himself. This said, he does have certain character flaws, which on this occasion brought him to decide that he was going to actually try to stab Vladimir. Not to kill you understand, but just to …shall we say, prove a point.

Vladimir disarmed him using his foot, caught the knife in mid-air and stopped it at this person’s throat. A very polite way for a great teacher that was in no real danger to explain the error of your ways. Very polite.

Whatever the flaws of this person, the reality of this event and of his own ability is not in question for me, so I already had an inkling of Vladimir’s ability, however it was nice to be able to get my own sense of it, though in a very much less risky way. As a volunteer for knife work I was asked to place the training knife against Vladimir’s body in a threatening manner and see if he could escape from it before I could theoretically cut him. Throughout this exercise I never once had the sense that even if the knife had been real I would have achieved anything more than at most a very superficial and inconsequential cut. Even this, to be fair I am not at all sure I would have achieved in the majority of cases. After several such experiences, I decided to up the ante a little bit by using holds that are a little more difficult to escape or react from. The peak point came when I grabbed Vladimir’s left arm just above the wrist with my own left hand and whilst standing on his left and slightly behind him placed the training knife under his left armpit with the point about 45 degrees from the horizontal and poking out towards the front of his body. The knife edge being uppermost and towards the ceiling. To the untrained eye there is not a lot that looks particularly scary about this situation, however a major artery passes close to the surface in this area, and the very physiology of the human body makes it almost impossible to escape from this position if the attacker has set his mind that whatever happens he will slash upwards hard and fast at the first sign of trouble, which is the exact intent I set myself on.

Vladimir turned and looked at me. Nothing in that action set me off on my intent to cut at the first sign of resistance or trouble, yet it is difficult here to describe what happened and it may mean nothing to people whom cannot relate to the experience I describe, but essentially, in combat there are times that you instinctively know with absolute certainty the outcome of the next fraction of a second. It needs to be made clear that I was set in my intent, I knew I would be able to cut him if it were a real knife and I still think I would have been able to quite possibly cut through the material and maybe even draw a little blood if this had been an all-out encounter….however…I do not think I would have been able to cut all the way to the artery even with a very sharp knife other than possibly by just weird luck, but I would in any case never know about it I am sure. In the instant that Vladimir measured the situation and looked at me, I had that same certain knowledge that in reality this was a very bad place to be in. David commented later that certain serious situations do not allow for nice work, but only necessary work, which I think summed up nicely the feeling. I do not know what Vladimir would have done, my instinctive sense was that he would have had to use the right hand/arm very quickly in combination with whatever movement he can do that would have minimized the cut to his armpit.

In actuality nothing was required, because so certain was my sense of our respective positions that I just shook my head, said “bad idea” and removed myself from the position. The event was filmed and if it gets produced you may see this and get a better feel for what I am trying to explain. If you do see it, you will note it was not just sensed by me but the rest of the people present, since there is a spontaneous burst of laughter at this event.

I also got the opportunity to remind Vladimir of my acquaintance’s little “test” which he reacted to with heartfelt laughter. 

In summary I think Vladimir Vasiliev is a genuine gentleman and I look forward to any opportunity I may have in the future of training with him.

All in all, it was a very interesting seminar that for me personally grounded certain ideas about basic principles of Systema and I sincerely hope some small measure of this information was of some use to you.

