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ABSTRACT

In this two-part article, we discuss how some music principles can be
applied to various aspects of aikido training: Part | — including stretches, sin-
gle-person routines to develop balance and mind-body coordination, rolling
and falling; Part 11 — partnered techniques of neutralization, projections/
throws, weapons, breathing exercises, and meditation. We use simple music
notation and a percussion instrument to explain aikido’s natural rhythm. Our
goal is to provide students and instructors with novel tools for learning and
teaching aiki arts. Not only aikido but every martial art—or physical disci-
pline-—has its own pace, which the student should discover. Learning ro move
according to this thythm will aliow the martial artist 1o adequately match an
attack, blend and flow with it, and finally neutralize it.

The real work of a musician is to reveal the way of the universe through
music. The calligrapher and artist do the same using a brush. s not [Ki-]
Aikido an art designed to reveal the way of the universe through movement?

Tirme has its own flow. It is very important ... to have an accurate grasp of
the flow of the universe. In order to achieve this, [we] must have a sense
of the thythm of the universe. This is something [we] know with [our] body,
not Jour} intellect.

— Tohei Koichi (Reed, 1992: 299, 285)

INTRODUCTION

Aikido and music have numerous simi-
larities. Both are arts because they allow us to
create and express beauty in movement or
sound. They are also science because aikido
and music principles can be organized system-
atically in a body of knowledge susceptible to
testing. Like music, aikido consists of “ele-
ments” {the techniques) ordered according to
spatio-temporal relationships that have unity
and continuity. For example, an attack and its
corresponding neutralization technique oceur
in a given location and time and are governed
by the laws of physics. Aikido {aiki = harmony; do = path, the way of) depends
on thythm and harmony. A technique’s flow of movement and rate of speed,
as well as the congruent and pleasant arrangement of body motions, define
aikido's thythm and harmony.

In this two-part article, we discuss how some music principles can be
applied to various aspects of aikido training: PART | ~ including stretches, sin-
gle-person routines to develop balance and mind-body coordination, rolling
-and falling, PART I - partnered techniques of neutralization, projections/
throws, weapons, breathing exercises, and meditation. We use simple music
notation and a percussion instrument, the floor tom-tom drum (Figure 1), to
explain the natural rhythm of aikido.
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FIGURE 1
A floor tom-tom drum or any

other percussion instrument with

a loud low-frequency vibration

can be used to mark aikido’s tempo.

A plastic barrel and a short
broomstick will also work!

All photos courtesy of

A. Espinosa & G. Pay-y-Mifio C.
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FIGURE 2
Electronic metronomes offer

a variety of options to indicate the
tempo of "aikido music.” A large,
old-fashioned zlarm clock can
replace the metronome; however,
you will not be able fo adjust its
tempo te a pace siower and/or faster
than sixty clicks per minute.
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DISCOVERING AIKIDO'S RHYTHM

An essential component of aikido's rthythm is its tempo. We define aiki-
do tempo as the rate of speed of an aikido technique or routine. It is possible to
mark aikido’s tempo by counting, or chanting, numbers at specific intervals. A
more precise method is to use a metronome, a device that produces clicks
and/or light flashes over a prearranged time interval {e.g., per second) to indi-
cate the tempo of music {(Figure 2). We recommend adjusting the metronome
to 60 beats per minute (one second equals one unit of ajkido music; see
Supplement); this pace induces appropriate mind and body coordination dur-
ing aikido practice. Slow and gentle training will let the student discover when
to speed up.

Be patient! The ultimate goal should be to feel the thythm in your “one-
point” (seika-no-itten), or your body’s center of halance. In biophysical rerms,
the one-point is the body’s center of rotation; it is located about two inches
below the navel. If the one-point moves rhythmically, the entire body will also
move rhythmically. Aikido practitioners devote much effort to mastering the
appropriate coordination between the overall body movements and the one-

point motions.
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Third measure:
“ara circles” with
the right arm begin.

FIGURE 3

This apparently simple exercise is the foundation
of numerous aikide routines, particufarly wrist
technigues like the one shown in Figure 4. Rather
than “arm circles,” the atkido practitioners per-
form elliptical trajectories with their hands, while
the shoulders remain relatively immovable. The
practitioners allow their hands to fall with gravity
and catch them when the hands reach the lowest
point in the elliptical trajectory; then, they take
their hands up again. The student on the right
matches this point in the trajectory with the
thythmic beating of the drum (Jeft) and uses an
excellent learning/teaching tool, the finger tap
(borrowed from music} to accurately match her
physical action with the rhythm (inset).

Note that each down movement of the arm circle corresponds to a drum beat (or a
firnger tap). Every time that the arm is up, the drum stick is also up. In correct aikido music
this "up” should be chanted as “an.” Therefore, the aikido practitioner shall count "one an,
two an, three an, four an,” emphasizing the down part of each arm circle and matching it
with the count of the number. The up portion of the arm circle should be gentie while it
matches the “an” part of the chanting. Because a quarter note equals one second (above),
the "an” is chanted half second apart between two counts (i.e., one an two an three an four
an}. This simple method gives aikido practitioners an even better sense of timing (i.e., no
unequal gaps or silence—pauses—Dbetween counts: e.g., one...... two... three.........
four...). This principle also helps us indicate how fast a technique should be performed. For
example, feg stretches {Figures 5-6, 13-18) are usuzlly practiced at a frequency of one every
half second {time signature 2/4), which corresponds to eighth notes {above). In contrast,
knee walking (Figure 21) is usually performed at slow tempo: one every second {guarter
note). '
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3A: Types of notes
used in aiki music,

3-B: Rests ar pauses.

3-C: Measures and their
notation and symbols,

3-D; Arm “circles.”
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Aikido implies a harmonious dialogue between the attacker and defend-
er. The defender must learn to detect the attacker’s rhythm, match it, and
blend with the attack’s intrinsic speed. Knowing when to pause (= music rest,
see Supplement} and when to continue determines the outcome of this dia-
logue. Here are some tips that will help you achieve this goal while training in
a controtled environment:

@ Set the metronome at 60 beats per minute or count out loud
“l an, 2 an, 3 an, 4 an,” again “I an, 2 an, 3 an, 4 an,” (time signature
4[4, see Supplement for details} at approximately this tempo
(the assistance of a drummer beating a floor tom-tom would be ideal).

8 Both atracker and defender must move according to this rhythm: in
essence “follow the music.”

® The attacker executes “one-handed wrist grab, cross-side wrist” (Fig. 4).

@ The defender locks the attacker’s wrist and neutralizes the atrack as
shown in Figures 4 A-E.

& DPractice this routine numerous times at this slow pace (60 beats/minute)
untii you can perform it in a completely relaxed manner. If you do this
long enough, you will discover aikido’s natural thythm.

® Once you have mastered the slow tempo, you might feel confident to
speed up (time signature 2/4, as shown in Fig. 4), without jeopardizing
relaxation, accuracy, or performance: “jazz-time.”

FIGURE 4

Starting position from standing (pzuse). 4-A: Attacker (right) performs one-handed wrist
grab, cross-side wrist. Qut-loud counting begins (time signature 2/4, see Supplement for
details): one an... two an... 4-B one: Defender iocks the attacker’'s wrist by gently placing
the defender’s free hand on top of the attacker's hand (inset). At the same time, the
defender executes a finger tap with the fingers of his lowest hand. The finger tap is an excel-
lent tool for learning and teaching how to accurately match physical actions with an attack’s
intrinsic rhythm (see Supplement). 4-C an: Defender leads the attacker’s arm up. 4-D-E two:
Defender leads attacker down, projecting her face down onto the mat. 4-F an: Defender
neutralizes the attacker with a classical aikido pin: twisting the attacker’s wrist and elbow in
the direction indicated by the arrows and preventing her from standing up by pressuring
her thorax with the knee. This wrist technigue relies on the principles of the "arm-circle”

exercises discussed in the Supplement and also in Figure 3.
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FIGURE 5

Leg stretches, “feet together”
5-A: Starting position (pause): legs
extended, heels together, hold the
staff with both hands and place it
slightly above the shins (without
touching), relax. Out-loud counting
beging (time signature 2/4). 5-B
one: Bend forward bringing the
chest (not the head) toward the
keiees and gently touch the soles of
the feet with the staff. 5-C an:
Return to the starting position. 5-D
two: stretch again as in B. 5-E am:
Finish in starting position. Repeat
this series twice (= four music mea-
sures, see Supplement).

FIGURE 6

Leg stretches, “one leg in”

6-A: Starting position {pause): left
leg extended, right leg bent (heel
close to the groin}, hold the staff
with both hands (separated at a
comfortable distance), shoulders
relaxed. Qut-loud counting begins
(time signature 2/4). 6-B one: Bring
your chest (not the head) toward
the left knee and gently touch the
shins with the staff. 6-C an: While
returning to the starting position,
switch the position of your feet. 6-D
twao: Stretch toward the sight knee.
6-E an: Finish in starting position.

Repeat this series twice.
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FIGURE 7 - Leg stretches, “open legs”

7-A: Starting position (pause): cpen legs, hold the staff with both hands (separated at a
comiortable distance) and raise it to chest level. Oui-loud counting begins {time signature
414). 7-B one an: Bring your chest {not the head) toward the left knee and gently touch the
shins with the staff. 7-C two an: Bend forward {back straight}. 7-D three an: Stretch toward
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the right knee. 7-E four an: Finish in
starting position. Repeat this series
bwice,

FIGURE 8

Turning upper-body to

the side, arms at chest level
8-A: Starting position (pause): for-
mal aikido sitting posture (seiza),
hold the staff with both hands (sep-
arated at 2 comfortable distance}
and raise it to chest level. QOut-loud
counting begins (time signature
2/4). 8-B one: Tum gently toward
the left side. 8-C an: Return to stast-
ing position. 8-D two: Tumn gently
toward the right side. 8-E an: Finish
in starting position. Repeat this
series twice,




FIGURE 9

Bending upper body laterally
9-A. Starting position {pause): sit-
ting seiza, hold the staff with both
hands (separated at a comfortable
distance) and raise it up (arms
stretehed, shoulders relaxed). Out-
loud counting begins {time signa-
ture 2/4). 9-B one: Bend gently lat-
erally to the left side. 9-C an: Return
to starting position. 9-D two: bend
gently to the rght side. 9-E an:
Finish in starting position. Repeat
this series twice.

FIGURE 10

Shoulder streiches: rotation
10-A: Starting position (pause). sit-
ting seiza, hold the staff with both
hands (separated at a comfortable
distance}, staff slightly rests on
thighs. Out-leud counting begins
(time signature 4/4}. 10-B one an:
Raise the right arm while keeping
the ieft arm and particularly the left
hand in place (do your best!}. 10-C
two an: The movement continues
backwards using the right shouider
joint as a rotation point until the
staff is positioned behind the hips
(be carefull). 10-D three an: Raise
the left arm while keeping the right
arm and particularly the right hand
in place. 10-E four an: Finish in
starting position. Repeat this series
twice. With practice, this routine
should be performed in cnly two
counts (time signature 2/4).
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FIGURE 11 ~ Shoulder stretches: back and front

{1-A: Starting position (pause): take formal aikido sitting posture, hold the staff with both  starting position. Repeat this series
hands separated at a comfortable distance, staff slightly resting on thighs, Out-loud count-  twice. With practice, this routine
ing begins (time signature 4/4), 11-B one an: Raise both arms. 11-C two an: The movement  should be performed in only two

continues backwards using the shoulder joints as a rotation point until the staff is posi-  counts (time signature 2/4).
tioned behind the hips (be carefull). [1-D three an: Return to B. [1-E four an: Finish in

SINGLE-PERSON ROUTINES TO
DEVELOP BALANCE & MIND-BODY COCRDINATION

Fn—% - —N |
[ % =3 » I—FJ”"”"“""“FI!
| [ \ f
i an 2 an 3 an 4 an I an 2 an 3 an 4 an
Starting position {pause) [2A {28 12C 12D 12E

FIGURE 12 - Sitting and standing
{2-A: Starting position (pause): take formal sitting posture. Out-loud counting hegins (time

signature 4/4). 12-B one an: Raise your hips and sit on your heels, toes touching the mat.

12-C two an; Stand up perpendicu-
farly to the mat and keep your bal-
ance (moest of the bodyweight
should rest on the toes). 12-D three
an: Return to 8. 12-E four an: Finish
in starting position. Repeat this
series twice. With practice, this rou-
tine will help you develop not only

stability butalso powerful legs.

ZA - detail 128 - detail 12D - detaii {2E - detail
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FIGURE 13 - Leg stretch, forward

13-A; Starting position (pause): standing, haold the staff with both hands and use it as a sup-
port for this routine: left hand keeps one end of the staff close to the armpit while the right
hand maintains it perpendicular to the mat, Out-loud counting begins {time signature 2/4).
13-B one: Raise your left leg as high as you can {be carefull}, leg stretched. 13-C an: Retumn
to the starting position calmly. 13-D two: Raise your leg again. 13-E an: Return to starting
position. Repeat this series twice and alternate sides. Keep your balance and relax.

H | 2 o : :
| an 2 an | 2n 2 an
Starting position {pause} 13A 138 13C 13b i3t
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FIGURE 14 - Leg stretch, forward and in “arc”

L4-A: Starting position (pause): standing, teft leg forward, left arm forward and parallel to
the mat, hold the staff with the left hand. Out-loud counting begins (time signature 2/4).
t4-B one: Raise the right leg and reach your left hand with the inside edge of the right foot.
This movement should describe zn arc trajectory (front view). [4-C an: Return to the start-
ing position calmly. 14-D two: Raise your leg again. 14-E an: Return to starting position
calmly. Repeat this series twice and alternate sides, To maintain relaxation and balance, the

ry) |

| — iﬁwa :
| an 2 an | an Z an
Starting position (pause} 148 4B 14C 14D 14E
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aikido practitioner uses a trick: the
right hand remains gently closed,
next to the vertical alignment of the
body, with the thumb slightly touch-
ing the middle finger {see detail),
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FEGURE 15 - “Walking” over the staff

15-A: Starting position {pause): standing (one leg forward), hold the staff with both hands
separated at a comfortable distance. Out-loud counting begins {time signature 2/4). 15-B
one: Raise one knee up. 15-C an: “Walk" over the staff so that you position the staff
between your legs. 15-D two: Return to B. 15-F an: Finish in starting position. Repeat this
series twice with each leg.

2 -

| an 2 an | an 2 an
Starting position (pause) [5A (5B 15C 15D I5E

FIGURE 16 - Leg stretch, back

[ 6-A: Starting position {pause): standing, hold the staff with both hands and use it as a sup-
port for this routine. Cut-loud counting begins (time signature 2/4). [6-B one: raise your left
leg to the back, toes peinting down. 16-C an: Return to the starting position. 16-D two: raise
your leg again. 16-E an: Return to the starting position. Repeat this series twice with each
leg and alternate the position of your hands when holding the staff.

1] 2 e s )
Tl 4% O .4 d -E
F !
| an Vi an i an 2 an
Starting position {pause} 164 168 16C 16D 16E
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FIGURE 17 - Leg stretch, lateral

17-A: Starting position (pause): standing, hold the staff with beth hands and use it as 2
support for this routine. Out-loud counting begins (time signature 2/4}. 17-B one: Raise your
left leg to the side. [7-C an: Return to the starting position. 17-D two: Raise your leg again.
§7-E an; Return to the starting position. Repeat this series twice with each leg and alternate
the position of your hands when holding the staff,

I 2 T 5 - =
— ] * . = |
I an 2 an | an Z an
Starting position (pause) [7TA 78 17C 170 7k
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FiGURE 18 ~ Kick over the staff

This exercise requires speed and good mind and body coordination {practice it away from
windows!), 18-A: Starting position (pause): standing (left leg forward), hold the staff with
the right hand and stabilize it perpendicularly to the ground. Out-loud counting begins
(time signature 2/4). 18-B one: Once the staff is steady, release it carefully so that it remains
in balance for at least cne second. Right after you release the staff, kick over it describing
an elliptical trajectory with your right foot: up, out, down, in. Be fast! Use 2 short staff at
first andfor ask a partner to hold it for you (inset) until you become skillful with this exer-
cise. To maintain relaxation and balance, the aikido practitioner uses the same trick
explained in Figure 4 {hand relaxed with the thumb touching the middie finger; see detaif).
£8-C an: Quickly regain control of the staff by grabbing it with the opposite hand (left)
before it falls. 18-D two: Once you re-stabilize the staff, release it again and kick over it
describing with your foot an elliptical trajectory in opposite direction to the one described
in B (i.e., up, in, down, and slightly out). 18-E an: Finish in the starting positicn. Repeat
this series twice with each leg. To the observer, this routine should seem easy. Complete
relaxation will help you give that impression.
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i an 2 an ; an 2 an
Starting position {pause} {3A 188 18C 180 [8E
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ROLLING & FALLING

FEGURE 19 - Backward half-roll from a formal sitting posture (seiza)

19-A: Starting position {pause): formal sitting posture. Out-loud counting begins {time sig-
nature 4/4). 19-B one an: Lean forward and cross your legs (inset) while gently touching the
mat with your fists. 19-C two: Backward half-roll begins; allow the body to roll naturatly. £9-
D an: Legs reach perpendicular alignment in respect to the floor. 19-E three: Smooth return
forward; ailow gravity to take the weight of your legs down. 19-F an: Gain momentum and
return to the position described in C. 19-G four an: Finish in formal sitting posture. Backward
half-rolls should be practiced constantly, aiming to perform them with little effort. Backward
half-rolis and complete forward rolls (Figure 20) are exceilent—perhaps the best—sclo exer-
cises that will help you understand the natural rhythm of aikido.

a2 an 3 an 4 an i an 2 an 3 a4 an
Starting position (pause} [9A 19B 19C 19D 19t 19F (9G pause

[9B - detail 19C - detail

Joumal of Asian Martial Arts ¢ Volume 13 Number 2 - 2004

59




60

FIGURE 20 - Forward roll from a formal sitting posture {seiza)

20-A: Starting position {pause): formal sitting posture, Out-loud counting begins (time
signature 2/4]. 20-B one: Raise your body up and forward and “throw” yourself into a clas-
sical aikido forward roli (this motion needs full commitment, therefore, mind and body coor-
dination). 20-C-D an: Continue rolling. 20-E two: Slow down and prepare yourself to “knee
walk.” 20-F-G an; "Knee walk” one step and finish in seiza. This modality of rolling should
be practiced on both sides of the body.

==

! an 2 an

an 2 an
Starting position (pause} 204 208 20C-D 20E 208-G
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FIGURE 21 - Knee “walking” and break fall

21-A: Starting position (pause): formal sitting posture. Out-loud counting begins (time
signature 4/4, two measuzes). 21-B one an: Perform one “knee-step” with the right knee. 21-
C two an: Second knee-step with the left knee. 21-D three an: Third knee-step with the right
knee. 2 I-E-F four: The fourth knee-step with the left knee tums into a short forward roll, 21-
G an: End with a break fall. Practice the break fall on both sides of the bady. For this you
should altemate the side with which you initiate knee-walking.

[ e
E
=

1 1 I 1 § -}
boan 2 an 3 an 4 an [ an 2 an 3 an 4 an
Starting position (pause} 21A 218 21C 2D 2LE-F 21G
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Hlustration courtesy of Gscar Ragi.
©2000 Futuro Designs & Publications.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Not only aikido but every martial art—or physical discipline—has its
own thythm (“music”), which the student should discover. Learning to move
according to this natural “tick” should be an important goal of training. This
will allow the student to adequately match an attack, blend and flow with it,
and finally neutralize it.

In this article, we have shown how music notation can help us “write”
and understand the “rhythm” inherent to aikido. Keep in mind that aikido
practitioners are just like musicians: at some point in their development, they
want to interpret aikido’s rhythm in unique manners. Some learn to move fast,
others emphasize motions in specific parts of a sequence (accentuating the
expression of an “aikido note” or “pause™}, and a few improvise by simplifying
or prolonging the components of the “song.” They all are, however, governed
by the laws of physics that impose a natural pace to the movements of their
common human anatomies. In part two of this arricle, we will discuss how
music principles can be applied to partnered techniques of neutralization, pro-
jections-throws, weapons, breathing exercises, and meditation.

Rhythm of Atkido ¢ G. Paz-y-Mific C. & A. Bspinosa
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