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Lesson 4: Therapist Preparations & Body Mechanics

Welcome to Day 4 of the Kalari Uzhichil certification program. Today’s focus is on preparing you,  the therapist,  to
use your body safely and effectively. We will cover proper stance and posture, injury prevention techniques, breathing
synchronization, Kalari-specific warm-ups, and a practical posture drill. This lesson blends anatomical  insights  (to
protect your musculoskeletal health) with traditional Kalari Ayurvedic wisdom (to harness breath and energy). Let’s
ensure you can deliver powerful massages without harming your own body.

Proper Stance and Posture: Alignment from Feet to Neck
The foundation  of  effective  body mechanics  is  alignment. How you stand while giving a massage directly affects your
stability, the force you can generate, and your risk of injury. Let’s break down ideal posture for each body segment, and
contrast it with poor mechanics:

Feet: Place your feet about shoulder-width apart, with one foot slightly forward in an asymmetric stance. Your
toes should point in the direction of your massage stroke (avoid having feet askew). This wide, staggered stance
creates a stable base and helps you balance force. Imagine rooting your feet into the floor – this grounded stance
reduces strain on your hips and spine. Shaky or narrow footing forces your back and hips to overwork, whereas a
firm plant of heels and toes distributes loads evenly.
Knees: Keep your knees softly bent, not locked. A slight knee bend acts as a shock absorber and allows you to
lower your center of gravity for stability. When you need to reach or apply pressure, try bending your knees
deeper (like a mini lunge or squat) instead of bending your spine. Importantly, ensure your knees track in line with
your toes (no caving inward or twisting outward) to protect the knee joint. In a lunge stance, don’t let the front
knee overshoot your toes; keep it roughly above the ankle for safe alignment. Bending the knees also spares
your sacroiliac joint from excessive pressure.
Hips and Hips: Face your hips squarely toward the client or the direction of your stroke. Think of your hips like
headlights on a car – they should shine forward, not off to the side. This positioning ensures you aren’t twisting
your spine while working. By keeping hips (and shoulders) aligned with your hands, you allow force to transfer
straight from your legs and core into the stroke. It also helps maintain a neutral pelvis – neither tipped too far
forward nor tucked under. A neutral pelvic alignment supports the natural curvature of your lower back (lumbar
lordosis) as you work.
Spine: Maintain a neutral spine posture whenever possible. A neutral spine means preserving the gentle S-
shaped curves in your back – cervical (neck) and lumbar (low back) curves slightly inward, thoracic (mid-back)
curve slightly outward. Avoid rounding your back (slouching) or overarching it excessively. In neutral, your
vertebrae, discs, and muscles carry loads efficiently with minimal strain. When you bend over a client, hinge from
your hips (like a squat or lunge) rather than hunching from the waist. This keeps your low back safe. If you catch
yourself craning your neck or stooping, pause and re-adjust your stance (bend your knees more, step closer, or
raise the table height if using one). Remember that prolonged  forward  flexion  (bending)  of  the  trunk  places
stress on your back and neck extensors, leading to fatigue. Use your legs to lower yourself instead of your spine.
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Comparison of bending from the waist versus using a squat stance. In the left image, the therapist’s spine is excessively
flexed (bent forward), which can strain back muscles. In the right image (Kalari “Elephant” posture), the therapist keeps a
more neutral spine by bending at the knees and hips – a safer, stronger position for delivering pressure.

Shoulders & Arms: Keep your shoulders down and relaxed, not hunched up by your ears. Relaxed shoulders
reduce neck tension. When applying pressure, avoid flaring your elbows out high or straightening your arms too far
away from your body. Instead, “stack” your joints – keep your shoulder, elbow, and wrist in one line if possible,
so that force travels through the bones and large muscles, not through a bent, unsupported joint. For example,
when doing a long stroke, step forward to maintain alignment rather than reaching with your arm alone. Try to limit
your upper arm angle to no more than ~45° away from your side. If you open your arms too wide or shrug your
shoulders, you’ll strain your upper back and neck. Keep a slight bend in the elbows and let your body weight do the
work (more on that soon).
Head & Neck: Your neck is an extension of your spine – strive to keep it in line with your back, not jutting
forward or drooping down excessively. Avoid the common habit of continuously looking down at the client with a
bent neck. Instead, position yourself (or the client’s body) so you can keep your chin slightly tucked and neck
lengthened. For instance, you might need to lower your stance or come onto one knee to work on feet, rather than
craning your neck from a standing position. Also, be mindful of twisting your neck; move your whole body (feet and
torso) when you need to reach a new angle, so your neck isn’t doing all the rotating. A neutral neck protects you
from tension headaches and cervical spine strain. If you notice tension, do a quick reset: roll your shoulders back,
elongate through the crown of your head (imagine a hook gently pulling the top of your head upward), and take a
deep breath.

In summary: A correct massage stance often looks similar to a martial arts or athletic stance – feet apart and grounded,
knees bent, back straight (but not stiff), shoulders aligned over hips, and head in neutral. When you maintain this posture,
you can generate more pressure with less effort, because you’re using your whole body leverage. In fact, research shows
good posture dramatically reduces the percentage of your maximum force that each stroke requires, delaying fatigue.
Good alignment isn’t just about injury prevention – it also means optimal force delivery. With your body weight behind
your techniques, you won’t need to overexert your arms. We’ll next discuss how to use these mechanics to avoid common
therapist injuries.
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Techniques to Prevent Injury and Overuse
Being a massage therapist can be physically demanding – without precautions, one can develop repetitive strain injuries in
the wrists, shoulders, back, or knees. Fortunately, by applying principles of balance, stability, and leverage (much like
a Kalari warrior does), you can greatly reduce wear-and-tear on your body. Here are techniques to keep yourself safe:

Use Your Body Weight, Not Just Muscles:  Whenever possible, lean into your strokes instead of muscling
through them. From your proper stance, allow gravity and your body weight to contribute pressure. For example,
when performing a forward stroke, “fall” gently into the client  with your body weight while maintaining
alignment. This generates pressure from your core and legs rather than your shoulders or wrists. By contrast, if you
rely solely on arm strength, you’ll fatigue quickly and strain small muscles. One ergonomic study found that failing
to shift body position (and thus leaning at awkward angles) increased forward trunk flexion and postural stress on
therapists. So, make it a habit to move and reposition your whole body during a massage – glide or step
alongside the client’s body as you work, so you’re always in a comfortable alignment.
Protect Your Wrists and Thumbs: The wrists and thumbs are notorious injury hotspots for massage therapists
(issues like carpal tunnel syndrome, tendonitis, or thumb joint strain are common). To avoid overuse, keep your
wrists straight (neutral) during pressure applications – no sharp bends. When you push with a bent wrist, the
small carpal bones and tendons bear excessive load; a straight wrist allows force to transfer through the arm. If a
technique is forcing your wrist to bend uncomfortably, adjust your hand position or switch to a different tool (for
instance, use your forearm or knuckles instead). In Kalari Uzhichil, practitioners often use the forearm, fist,  or
supported fingers to apply deep pressure, steering clear of constant thumb pressing. Your thumbs are strong but
small – avoid using them in isolation for heavy work. If you do use thumbs for specific trigger points, do it sparingly
and mindfully. Also vary your hand techniques to give specific joints a break (e.g., alternate between right and left
hand, or between thumbs and other parts).
Maintain Knee Alignment: Just as you protect a client’s knee alignment during stretches, protect your own
knees while working. When in a lunge or squat, ensure your knees point in the same direction as your feet to
avoid any twisting force on the knee ligaments. Avoid letting your knee collapse inward (valgus) when you weight-
bear – if you notice this, engage your glutes and adjust your foot angle to realign. Keep at least a soft bend in the
knees at all times; locking the knees can reduce circulation and also transfer stress to the lower back. If you need
to kneel on the floor, consider using a cushion under your knee and maintain an upright spine to prevent awkward
knee torque. Also pay attention to weight distribution: do not let one knee take all the load for extended periods.
In Kalari foot massage practice, therapists cleverly balance their weight – one foot on the client and one foot on the
floor – to modulate pressure and avoid overloading one leg. We’ll discuss that next.
Efficient Weight Shifting:  Move like a dancer around the massage table or mat. In fact, Kalari masters
describe Chavutti Thirumal (foot massage) as fluid and rhythmic “like a dance”. Apply that mindset: flow with your
movements. Step or glide your feet when you need to reach a new area, rather than stretching your arms out of
alignment. For example, if you are performing a long stroke from a client’s hip up to the shoulder, you can step
forward as the stroke travels, maintaining your lunge and neutral spine. This prevents over-reaching (which could
strain your shoulder and back). Keep your back foot anchored on the ground as you shift forward – this back leg
provides stability and a push-off point if needed. When you need to lower your height, widen your stance or bend
your knees more, instead of bending at the waist. By constantly adjusting your stance (rather than working from
one frozen posture), you distribute effort among various muscle groups and avoid any single area getting
overworked. Think of your movement during massage as continuous repositioning to stay in optimal alignment
relative to the target area.
Leverage and Support: Take advantage of any external support available. If you practice the traditional Kalari
foot massage (Utsadana), you have a rope hanging above – use it! Grip the rope to offload some body weight
and to stabilize as you press with your foot. The rope allows fine control: you can increase or decrease pressure by
how much you lean into the rope. And as noted, always keep one foot on the floor for a stable base in rope
massage. Even in standard massage (with hands), you can find supports: for instance, if working on a supine
client’s neck, you might brace your back hand on the table to create counter-pressure as your front hand
applies a stretch. Some therapists even gently brace one hand against the client (in a safe area) to create leverage
for the other hand’s stroke. Another trick: use your environment – press your hip or thigh against the table for
additional leverage when needed, or if the client is seated, you might stand against a wall for back support during
a stretch. Leverage can significantly amplify your force output without extra effort, as long as it’s done safely.
Remember, using tools like stools or bolsters is also fair game: if a certain angle is difficult, modify the setup (e.g.,
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place a bolster so you can lean into it, or sit on a stool for part of the session to give your legs a rest).
Avoid Overuse & Listen to Your Body: No matter how perfect your form, repetition without rest can lead to
strain.  Build micro-breaks into your routine – even a few seconds of shaking out your hands, rolling your
shoulders, or straightening up tall between clients can reset your muscles. Stretch yourself briefly during the day
(for example, do a wrist flexor stretch, a chest-opening stretch, or a gentle spinal twist). Kalari tradition emphasizes
preparation and recovery for the body; you might incorporate a short warm-up and cool-down for yourself for
each session (more on warm-ups below). Also pay attention to early warning signs: tingling in your fingers, lower
back stiffness, or shoulder ache are messages to correct something. Don’t ignore them. Adjust your technique or
stance, or take a longer break if needed. The goal is a long career, so prioritize self-care. As the American Massage
Therapy Association’s guidelines note, good body mechanics and pacing your workload (e.g. spacing out intense
deep-tissue sessions) can significantly improve career longevity.

By using these strategies – aligning your posture, leveraging your body weight, moving fluidly, and varying your
techniques – you can avoid the common “laundry list” of massage therapist injuries. You’ll protect your wrists, shoulders,
back and knees from chronic stress. In turn, you’ll be able to give better massages since you’re not holding back out of
self-protection. A pain-free therapist is a more effective therapist!

Breathing Synchronization: Harnessing Breath in Kalari Massage
In Kalaripayattu, breath control is fundamental – movement is coordinated with breathing to enhance power and
focus. We apply this same principle in Kalari Uzhichil massage. By synchronizing your breath with your motions, you’ll
maintain stamina, rhythm, and mental clarity throughout a session.

The role of breath in Kalari: In traditional Kalari training, practitioners use pranayama (controlled breathing) to center
themselves and generate internal energy. Proper breathing is said to synchronize with movements and enhance
focus. For example, a Kalari fighter might inhale during a preparatory pose and exhale sharply when striking. This not
only maximizes force but also keeps the mind present. The breathing practice connects to Ayurvedic concepts of prana,
the life force. As one Kalari guru explains, prana (associated with Vata, the air element) is the vital energy that moves
through us, and controlling the breath helps direct this energy. They oil their bodies and perform breathing exercises to
awaken energy in the chakras (energy centers) and nadis (channels) before practice.

How to synchronize breathing with massage: Apply a simple rule: exhale on exertion, inhale on preparation.
When you are about to deliver a deep stroke or apply pressure, breathe out as you lean in. This technique, common to
martial arts and lifting, helps engage your core and prevents breath-holding or straining. The exhalation naturally relaxes
your muscles slightly, allowing a smoother transfer of pressure. Then, as you reset or move to the next stroke, take a
refreshing inhalation. For example, suppose you are doing a long gliding stroke (effleurage) down a client’s back: you
might inhale as your hands return to the starting position, then exhale steadily as you push along the muscles. This
creates a rhythmic flow to your work – almost like a kata or form. In Kalari foot massages, therapists often develop a
steady breathing cadence to match their sweeping foot strokes, ensuring each application of pressure is accompanied
by an exhale (to keep the body relaxed and balanced). Avoid holding your breath during intense pressure – that can raise
your tension and blood pressure. Instead, focus on deep, diaphragmatic breathing to keep you calm and oxegenated.

Breath for stamina and clarity: Long massage sessions can be as demanding as a workout. Conscious breathing
prevents fatigue by ensuring a continuous supply of oxygen and by managing your arousal level. If you breathe in a
shallow or erratic way, you might find yourself tiring faster or losing concentration. By contrast, maintaining slow,
controlled breaths can trigger your parasympathetic nervous system (the “rest and digest” state), which keeps you
calmer and more resilient. This is akin to how yogic breathing exercises reduce stress – each breath you take is a chance
to  release  tension  and  allow  prana  to  flow. Many therapists find that syncing breath with movement also creates  a
meditative rhythm, so that giving a massage becomes as relaxing for them as it is for the receiver. You essentially enter
a flow state, fully absorbed in the present action.

Kalari breathing techniques (and yogic overlaps): Traditional Kalaripayattu does not enumerate distinct pranayama
techniques in the way yoga does, but it borrows from the same Indic knowledge pool. If you have a yoga background, you
can incorporate those methods here. Two particularly useful techniques:

Nadi Shodhana (Alternate Nostril Breathing): This is a yogic practice of breathing through one nostril at a
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time, alternating sides. While not specific to Kalari, it aligns with the goal of balancing the body’s energy channels
(nadis). Practicing a few minutes of Nadi Shodhana pre-session can clear your mind and balance your nervous
system. It’s known to promote a sense of calm focus – practitioners often feel more balanced and focused after just
a few minutes. This could be done before you begin massage or even between clients to reset. By balancing the
flow of prana in the Ida and Pingala nadis (left and right energy channels), you ensure you’re mentally centered
and energetically even-keeled for your work.
Ujjayi Breathing (Victorious Breath): Ujjayi is a technique often used in dynamic yoga and martial arts forms –
it involves slightly constricting the throat to create a controlled, audible “ocean” sound on the breath. In practice, it
yields a slow, even, and somewhat warming breath. Integrating a gentle Ujjayi breath during massage can be very
helpful. It creates a calm yet energized state, enhancing focus while keeping you relaxed. Essentially, it
gives you a metronome in your body – the soft sound and length of the breath guide a steady pace for your
movements. Some Kalari teachers implicitly use this by instructing students to use a “hissing” exhale or other
subtle sound to ensure they’re regulating their exhalation during strikes. For you, using Ujjayi breathing can
maintain your internal rhythm so you don’t rush strokes. It also builds heat in the body, which can keep your
muscles limber as you work (useful in a cold treatment room, for instance).

Additionally, remember to coordinate with the client’s breath when appropriate. In some techniques (like stretching
a limb or doing a myofascial release), it’s effective to cue the client to inhale or exhale, and you mirror them. For example,
as you perform a deep stretch, you might both inhale beforehand, then as the client exhales (releasing tension), you
follow through with the stretch. This creates a shared rhythm and can improve the effectiveness of the technique.

Ayurvedic perspective on breath: From Ayurveda’s viewpoint, breath is  the vehicle of  prana,  and prana is
intimately linked to the mind and the doshas. Deep, slow breathing pacifies Vata dosha (the air and ether elements)
which, when aggravated, can cause anxiety, erratic energy, and fatigue. By controlling your breath, you keep Vata in
check within yourself, leading to steadiness and clarity. Breath control also stokes the inner fire (Agni). Some Kalari
practitioners consider a certain type of strong exhale as igniting a “fire” in the belly – connecting to the idea of stoking
Jatharagni (digestive/transformative fire) which in Ayurveda supports endurance and sharp focus. In short, breathing
practice is both a physical and a spiritual tool: physically it oxygenates muscles and modulates the nervous system;
spiritually it connects you to the present moment and aligns your inner energy with your actions.

Practical tip: If you find yourself getting tense or mentally scattered during massage, do a quick breathing check-in. Are
you holding your breath during effort? Is your inhale/exhale ratio uneven? Take a moment to lengthen your exhale, maybe
even sigh out, and see how your body relaxes. Re-establish a smooth breath pattern and continue. This will instantly
reduce accumulated tension in your body (often your shoulders will drop and hands soften when you exhale fully). You can
even silently count your breaths for a few cycles (e.g., inhale to a count of 4, exhale to 6 or 8) to ensure you’re not
rushing.

By integrating breath with movement, you are not just a massage therapist but also a practitioner of movement arts.
You’ll find you can work longer with less fatigue, and maintain a zen-like focus. This is the same secret that allows Kalari
fighters to spar for extended bouts or perform complex forms without exhaustion – breath mastery. Next, we’ll prepare
your body further with warm-ups, so that both breath and body are primed for practice.

Kalari-Specific Warm-Up Routine for Therapists
Just as a Kalari warrior warms up before battle, a Kalari masseur should warm up before giving a treatment. Warming up
prevents injuries, increases your flexibility, and prepares you mentally. Kalari warm-ups (Meithari) are dynamic and full-
body, targeting muscles and joints used in both martial practice and massage. We prefer movements from the Kalari
tradition itself, rather than generic exercises, to honor the art’s integrity – fortunately, Kalari has an abundance of
effective warm-ups.

Below is a short sequence of 5 warm-up movements (out of many) that Kalari practitioners use. These will elevate your
heart rate slightly, loosen your joints, and engage the muscle groups important for massage (legs, core, shoulders, etc.).
Each movement is described with its purpose, anatomical benefits, and tips for safe technique:

Straight Leg Kick (Ner Kaal): This is a dynamic front kick straight up. From standing, swing one leg forward and1.
upward (keeping the knee relatively straight) as high as comfortable, then return it down and repeat on the other
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side. Purpose: Opens up the hamstrings and hip joints; improves balance. Benefit: Dynamic hamstring stretch –
the momentum stretches your hamstrings and calves, preparing them for lunging and squatting during massage. It
also engages your core and teaches weight transfer to one leg. Kalari classes often begin with repetitions of
straight kicks to gradually increase flexibility. Technique: Keep your torso upright (don’t slouch as you kick).
Engage your core to avoid arching the lower back. Kick to a height where you feel a stretch behind the leg but no
pain – over time your height will increase. Point the toes upward to stretch the calf. Use your arms for balance
(many hold arms out or one arm forward, opposite arm back, as in Kalari form). Do ~10 kicks per leg. This
movement mirrors some of the long strokes in massage – it trains you to maintain stability on one leg while the
other moves, similar to how you might balance during a reaching stroke.
Sliding Forward Lunge (Neeki Theruthu): Step one foot out into a deep forward lunge, bending the front knee2.
and sinking hips low, then slide that foot back and switch to the other side. In Kalari, a sliding lunge is done low and
smoothly, almost gliding along the floor. Purpose: Stretches the hip flexors of the back leg and the glutes of the
front leg; builds leg strength and stability. Benefit:  Hip  opening  and  leg  strengthening  –  this  is  crucial  since
massage therapists spend a lot of time in lunging positions. It mimics the stride you use when leaning over a client.
By warming up with lunges, you protect yourself from groin or thigh strains. Technique: Begin with feet together,
then take a controlled long step forward with the right foot. Plant the foot and bend the right knee deeply (aim
roughly for a 90° knee angle if possible), while your left leg stays extended behind with the ball of the foot on the
ground. Keep your spine upright (as much as flexibility allows) and avoid letting the front knee go past the
toes. Feel the stretch in front of your left hip. Hold for a second, then push off the front foot to return to standing
and switch sides. In practice, Kalari practitioners sometimes slide their foot out into the lunge on a clay or
smooth floor – you can simulate this by stepping smoothly and keeping a fluid motion. Do ~5–6 lunges each side.
This exercise will help you comfortably get into low stances while working, and protects your knees by training
proper alignment.
Horse Stance Squat (Ashwa Vadivu-inspired; Kai Kuttu Nokku): Stand with feet wider than shoulder-width,3.
toes turned slightly out. Squat down until your thighs are near parallel to the floor (like riding a horse), and
simultaneously extend your arms straight out in front (or overhead). Then stand back up, lowering arms. Repeat
this squat. Purpose: Strengthens the entire lower body (quads, hamstrings, glutes) and reinforces an upright spine
under  load.  Benefit:  Core and leg conditioning – a strong horse stance means you can hold low positions while
massaging without shaking or fatigue. It also opens the hips (adductors stretch) and improves ankle mobility.
Technique: As you squat, keep your back straight and chest open. Don’t collapse your chest forward – imagine
sitting back into an invisible chair. Your knees should track outward in line with toes (avoid knees caving inward).
Go as low as you can while maintaining form; over time, aim for thighs parallel to ground. The arms extended act
as a counterbalance and also warm up your shoulders. You can vary arm positions (e.g., arms forward, or palms
together at chest as in prayer). In Kalari, Kai Kuttu Nokku refers to a squat with arms stretched, often part of warm-
ups. Do ~10 slow squats. You should feel warmth in your thighs – that’s building endurance for holding a stance.
This exercise directly translates to better stability when you work in a wide stance around the client’s table or mat.
(It’s said that mastering the horse stance in martial arts gives you an unshakeable base – the same confidence
carries into your massage work.)
Lion Posture Flow (Simha Vadivu sequence): The Simha (Lion) stance in Kalari is a low, grounded squat-like4.
posture emphasizing strong upper body positioning. We’ll use a simplified flow inspired by it: Start in a moderate
squat with feet wide. Bring your hands to a Namaskar (prayer position) near your chest. On an inhale, hold the
squat and find length in your spine. On the exhale, twist your torso to the right, bringing your left elbow toward
your right knee (as if preparing to pounce). Inhale back to center, then exhale twist to the left side. Continue
alternating. Purpose: Warms up the spinal rotators and core, and trains stability in a twisted stance. Benefit:
Spinal mobility and transverse strength – massage often involves reaching across a client or twisting your torso;
this exercise readies you for that by gently improving your rotational flexibility. It also engages the deep core
muscles (obliques) which protect your back during twisting. Technique: Keep the lower body steady – knees bent,
weight evenly distributed – while the upper body does the twisting. Initiate the twist from your waist, not just your
arms. The lion posture in Kalari symbolizes readiness and focus; maintain a fierce  drishti (gaze) as you turn,
which actually helps balance. Breathe with each twist (exhaling into the turn as noted). Do ~5–6 twists each side.
This dynamic stretch will reveal any tightness in your back or hips (if one side is stiffer, take note and stretch that
side a bit more later). It combines a stable base with trunk mobility – exactly what you need when, say, working on
one side of a client’s body and then reaching over to the far side.
“Kick-Sit-Turn” (Irutti Kaal) – Rotational Lunge Sequence: This is a more complex Kalari move (number 5 in5.
a typical sequence) that combines a kick, a low sit, and a turn, but we can simplify it for warm-up. Here’s one way
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to do it: Stand in fighting stance (one foot forward). Do a front kick with the back leg (moderate height). As that
foot lands forward, bend your knees and lower into a squat or kneeling position (that’s the “sit” part, as if
dropping your center of gravity). Then turn your body 180° to face the opposite direction (pivoting on your feet or
knees), and rise up. Now you’re in the opposite stance – perform the same sequence on the other side, so you end
up where you started. Purpose: This sequence is full-body: it dynamically stretches legs, works on balance, and
adds a torso rotation. Benefit:  Agility and coordination – it teaches your body to move from a high position to a
low position and back up, using both strength and flexibility. It’s great for warming the hips and knees through a
larger range of motion and training you to use your core when changing directions. Technique: Break it down
slowly at first. Kick (don’t worry about height – focus on form). When you “sit,” you can actually put a hand on the
floor for support if needed as you turn. Make sure to breathe (exhale on the kick and turn). This is an optional
advanced move – if it feels too much, you can substitute a simpler forward lunge, then step into a pivot turn
without the full squat. But if you can perform it, even slowly, it’s an excellent summary of warm-up: your
hamstrings stretch in the kick, your quads and knees bend in the squat, your spine and hips twist in the turn. Kalari
practitioners repeat such moves to build seamless flow. Doing 3–4 per side is plenty to get you warm. Always move
within your comfort zone – speed is not important here, control is.

Safety tips for warm-ups: Warm up gradually. Start with smaller movements and then increase range or intensity. For
instance, do a few gentle arm circles or neck rolls before the more intense moves. Hydrate if needed, and use a mat if the
floor is hard (especially for the kneeling or sitting portions). None of these moves should cause sharp pain – if you feel any,
ease off. The goal is to feel a comfortable stretch and to elevate your body temperature slightly, not to exhaust yourself.
Just 5–10 minutes of such exercises is typically enough. In traditional practice, students might do longer warm-ups (Kalari
warm-ups can be quite vigorous), but as a therapist you want to be energized, not tired before you even start the
massage. So keep it moderate.

By doing Kalari-sourced movements, you also tune into the spirit of Kalari each day. These movements carry an intention –
for example, the Lion stance evokes confidence and “groundedness”; performing it can instill those qualities in you before
you treat a client. The warm-ups also ensure your joints  are lubricated (synovial fluid flows better after movement),
your muscles are oxygenated, and your mind is focused. Anatomically, you’re reducing the risk of pulling a cold
muscle or stumbling due to stiffness. Energetically, you’re igniting your inner fire and steadiness.

(Ayurvedic note: Warming up the body kindles the Agni in your tissues and balances Kapha dosha (which can cause
sluggishness if you jump into work cold). It also calms excess Vata by promoting an even circulation of prana. You might
even rub a bit of herbal oil on your joints before these warm-ups – a practice Kalari fighters use – to prevent stiffness and
channel prana into those areas.)

Activity: 5-Minute Standing Posture & Breath Drill
Now it’s time to integrate everything you’ve learned in a practical exercise. This drill will help you become aware of your
own body alignment and breathing in real-time. It’s a simple practice you can do daily to check in with your stance,
identify any tension or imbalances, and practice coordinating breath with posture. Afterwards, you will journal about your
observations.

Standing Posture Drill (5 minutes)

Setup: Find a clear space near a wall or in the center of the room. You won’t need any equipment, though a mirror can be
helpful if available (so you can observe your posture).

1. Assume a Basic Kalari Stance: Stand with your feet about shoulder-width apart (or slightly wider), one foot a little in
front of the other as in a mild lunge. Bend your knees softly – imagine you are in a very shallow horse stance. Distribute
your weight evenly between both feet. Let your arms hang relaxed at your sides or place your hands on your hips. Ensure
your spine is neutral: tuck your tailbone slightly if you feel your low back over-arching, and draw your chin in slightly to
lengthen the neck. This stance should feel grounded and balanced – you are stable but not rigid.

2. Align and Scan: Close your eyes (or keep a soft gaze forward) and bring your awareness to your body. Starting from
the feet upward, mentally scan your posture:

Are your feet firmly planted with equal pressure on both? Notice if more weight is on one foot or if you’re leaning
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forward/back.
Check your knees – are they bent the same amount? Noticed if one knee tends to cave inward.
Observe your hip level – does one side feel higher or more rotated? Try to square your hips forward.
Draw your attention to your spine – is your low back comfortable, neither arched nor slouched? Roll your shoulders
once and settle them down and back.
Note your head position – is it centered or do you feel yourself jutting your chin forward? Align ears over shoulders
if you can.
Throughout this scan, relax areas of unnecessary tension (common culprits: the shoulders, jaw, and the hand
that might be fidgeting).

3. Begin Deep Breathing with Awareness: Now inhale slowly through your nose, feeling your abdomen and lower ribs
expand. Then exhale either through the nose or mouth in a controlled, steady flow. As you breathe, synchronize a subtle
movement: on each inhale, imagine the breath travelling down to your feet, reinforcing your stable stance; on each
exhale, allow your knees to bend a tiny bit more (maybe an inch) – sinking into the ground. This mimics the Kalari idea of
connecting breath with grounding. Continue this pattern for several minutes. Inhale: lengthen your spine (crown of head
rising, without lifting chin), Exhale: sink and root down (knees softening, feet pressing). Find a comfortable rhythm,
perhaps ~4 seconds inhale, 6 seconds exhale (or whatever is comfortable). This is not a squat exercise, so you’re not
dramatically moving up and down – it’s a gentle pulsing with the breath that keeps you present in your posture.

4. Maintain for 5 Minutes: Hold this stance and breath cycle for about 5 minutes. During this time, your mind may
wander – gently bring it back to physical sensations. Focus especially on:

Balance shifts: Do you catch yourself shifting weight to one leg or the other as time passes? If so, consciously
redistribute your weight evenly. This can reveal if, say, you habitually lean on your dominant leg.
Muscle fatigue or tension: Notice if any part of your body starts feeling strained. Commonly, people feel a burn
in the thighs (quadriceps) or an ache in the calves during a sustained stance – that’s okay in moderation (your
muscles are working). But also notice things like a tightening lower back or gripping in the shoulders, which might
indicate a form issue (e.g., you might be arching the back or hunching shoulders without realizing). If you detect
that, adjust your posture (e.g., tuck tailbone a bit more, shake out arms and re-settle).
Breathing pattern: Pay attention if your breath starts to shorten or if you accidentally hold your breath at times,
especially as muscles tire. Use your breath as a tool – whenever you feel discomfort, try sighing out an exhale and
releasing tension with it. Ensure you aren’t clenching your jaw; maybe exhale with an open mouth “ha” sound once
or twice to really let go of tension.
Mental state: Note how easy or hard it is to stay focused. Does your mind drift to your to-do list, or are you
present with the body? It’s normal for thoughts to intrude; each time, gently guide your focus back to the breath or
the particular muscle you’re feeling. This is building mindfulness, which is as much part of Kalari practice as the
physical moves.

If 5 minutes feels too long and your form starts to collapse, it’s okay to break posture briefly – but notice where you felt
the breaking point. For example, did your legs start shaking uncontrollably at minute 4? Did you feel a sharp pinch
somewhere? These are valuable signals about areas to strengthen or stretch more in the future. Ideally, challenge yourself
to hold the stance for the full time, but not at the cost of severe pain or unsafe form.

5. Transition Out: After 5 minutes, take a final deep inhale, then exhale and straighten your legs slowly. Shake out your
legs, roll your shoulders, and maybe do a gentle forward fold to release your back. Essentially, ease out of the posture.
(Avoid standing up too quickly if you were very low, as you might get lightheaded.) Take a moment to appreciate the effort
your body just made – it’s this very steadiness you’ll bring to your massage practice.

Journal Reflection (Post-Drill)

Grab your notebook or device and spend a few minutes reflecting on the experience. Here are some prompts and
questions to consider. Write down your observations while they’re fresh:

Body Alignment: What did you notice about your posture? Were there any surprises? For instance, you might
write “I realized my right foot was bearing more weight – I had to remind myself to center my weight” or “I felt my
lower back wanting to arch until I engaged my core to stabilize”. Note any imbalances: did one hip or shoulder
feel higher or tighter? Did your knees track evenly or did one angle inward? Recognizing these asymmetries is the
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first step to correcting them (perhaps through targeted stretches or adjustments when you work).
Areas of Tension or Discomfort: Record any specific muscles that felt tense, shaky, or painful. For example, “My
thighs burned after 3 minutes” or “I felt tension between my shoulder blades”. If something was painful (not just
muscle effort), describe it – “left ankle felt pinched” etc. These may indicate areas you need to strengthen (thighs)
or stretch (chest, if shoulders were tight) or apply better ergonomics (ankle position). Also note if certain tension
eased as you adjusted your posture or breath.
Breathing and Mindfulness: How easy was it to keep breathing deeply throughout? Did your breath rhythm
naturally sync with your stance (and did that help)? You might find “Whenever  my mind  wandered,  focusing  on
exhale helped me concentrate again” or “In the beginning my breathing was a bit shallow, but it became slower
once I focused”. Also, mention your mental state: did the exercise feel calming or challenging mentally? It might
be “Focusing on alignment was harder than I thought; my mind drifted to planning the day, but I brought it back by
counting breaths.” All this is building your awareness.
Signs of Imbalance: Reflect on any clear signs of imbalance. For example: one side felt stronger, or one shoulder
kept creeping up, or you could balance better with one foot forward than the other. For instance, “When my left
foot was forward, I felt more stable; when I switched, my right hip felt shaky – perhaps that hip is weaker or less
open.” These observations are gold – they tell you what to work on. In this example, you might decide to do extra
hip opening on the right side, or be mindful to not lean always on one side while massaging.
Comparing to Massage Scenarios: Did any part of this stance feel similar to what you do during massage?
Perhaps you noticed “It’s hard to keep my back straight that long”, which is a cue that during actual massages you
need to consciously incorporate more core support and not remain stooped too long. Or “My wrists felt fine here
because they were just hanging – what about when I apply pressure?” That might remind you to check wrist
alignment in real action. Basically, connect the drill to real-life practice: “I see now that if I don’t bend my knees,
my back takes the strain. During massages I’ll remember this feeling and bend more.”

Conclude your journaling with a brief plan or affirmation. For example, “I will practice this stance drill every morning for a
week to build more endurance” or “I noticed my breathing made a huge difference; I’ll use deep breaths intentionally in
my next massage session whenever I feel fatigue.” This solidifies the lesson learned.

By regularly performing this posture drill and reflection, you’ll develop acute self-awareness of your body
mechanics. It’s like checking the calibration of an instrument – you, as the therapist, are the instrument delivering
treatment. A few minutes of tuning yourself can prevent you from inadvertently using poor form when busy concentrating
on a client. This drill encapsulates the synergy of biomechanics and mindfulness: you practice physical alignment and
simultaneously practice maintaining a calm, focused mind through breath – precisely the state a Kalari healer strives to
embody.

Conclusion and Integration
On Day 4, you have delved deep into how your own body becomes an integral part of Kalari Uzhichil therapy. We
covered anatomical guidelines for safe posture (from your feet’s stance to the alignment of your spine and neck),
techniques to prevent strain (using body weight, proper joint alignment, weight shifting, and more), the importance of
breathing (merging traditional pranayama with movement to sustain your energy), and specific Kalari warm-ups to
prepare you physically and energetically. The practical drill you did is a routine you can keep – it bridges theory into lived
experience, revealing where you can improve and how far you’ve come.

Always remember, self-care is not a luxury for a therapist, it’s a necessity. The Kalari tradition inherently
acknowledges this: the masters were both warriors and healers, and they knew that only by honing and healing their own
bodies could they effectively help others. As you adopt the stances and practices of Kalari, you’re not only preventing
injury – you’re also tapping into an ancient source of strength and awareness. You stand like a lion (Simha), firm yet
relaxed; you move with the grace of an elephant and the agility of a wild boar when needed, all the while breathing like a
yogi-warrior.

Going forward, incorporate these lessons into every massage session:

Set your stance before you even lay hands on the client, much as a Kalari fighter sets their footing before an
engagement.
Check your breath periodically – let it be your metronome and your relief.
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Use your whole body to massage, not just your hands – let power come from your legs and core, guided by
intention and alignment.
And after sessions (as well as before), consider a brief cool-down or stretch for yourself, maybe repeating one of
the warm-up moves gently to unwind your muscles, and a few calming breaths to reset.

By caring for your posture and mechanics, you ensure that you can practice this healing art for years to come,
continuously and joyfully. You also set an example of holistic well-being – embodying the balance and vitality that you wish
to impart to your clients. This fusion of biomechanical skill and Ayurvedic/Kalari wisdom makes you not just a massage
therapist, but a true practitioner of Kalari Uzhichil.

Sources:

Resnick, P. B. (2024). Ergonomic risk factors in massage therapy practice. Journal of Bodywork and Movement
Therapies, 28(3), 233-241. (On posture and injury risk)
Mohr, E. (2013). Work Smarter, Not Harder: Body Mechanics for Massage Therapists. Massage Therapy Journal,
(Fall 2013). (Stance, leaning, and use of body weight)
Gialelis, J. (2022). 7 Body Mechanics Tips for a Long Massage Career.  MassageMag. (Alignment cues and tool
usage)
Paulina Maliniak (2019). Chavutti Thirumal – Ancient Massage Technique from India. (On Kalari rope massage
posture)
Indica Today (2020). Breath by Breath – The Way of the Kalari Warrior. (Insights on prana, Vata, and oil in Kalari
training)
Athma Kalari (2023). Understanding Kalaripayattu. (Kalari emphasizes breathing with movement)
Studio Kalari (2022). 10 Typical Kalari Exercises. (Common warm-up moves: kicks, lunges, animal postures)
Rishikul Yogshala (2021). 5 Pranayama Techniques for Stress Relief.  (Benefits  of  Nadi  Shodhana  and  Ujjayi
breathing)
Wikimedia Commons – Kalari postures: Simha Vadivu (Lion Posture) and Gaja Vadivu (Elephant Posture) images
(2015, by R. Mullaratt). (Visual reference for stances and alignment)

AYURVEDBHARATI.O
RG


