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Australia recently had the pleasure of
hosting Alex Kostic, a unique and special
teacher of Russian Martial Arts. The
Russian Martial Arts is usually labeled
Systema (‘the system’). An older name in
Russian is Poznai Sebia, or ‘Know
Yourself’. This concept means knowing not
just what your weakness and strengths are,
but the extent of your limitations; to see
how proud and weak we really are.

Systema has a different approach to learning skills. It is not about learning technique and principles through
forms but rather the principles underlying all technique and practiced mostly with partners. It teaches the body
an operating system which becomes automatic even under the most stressful conditions. For example, one drill
is you are on the floor and several people are trying to kick you at the same time, and your body needs to find a
safe and effective mode of survival. Developed from centuries of warfare in Russia it became a culturally
unique system encompassing the Christian Orthodox religion, unique breathing techniques, and natural body
positioning facilitating increased performance and development, both physically, psychologically and
spiritually. A key principle of Systema is one of non-destruction, despite the fact Systema contains brutally
effective combativeness, its goal is to ensure your training and your attitudes do not damage the body or psyche
of either you or your training partners. It is highly adaptable directly to the individual’s particular strengths and
body types. Systema training methodology, through its fun exercises and drills, are designed to create, build and
strengthen both your body and psyche.

Alex Kostic began his study of Russian Martial Arts in Toronto Canada with Vladimir Vasiliev and is a certified
Senior Instructor at the headquarters Training Centre, in addition to overseeing training at the Belgrade school in
Serbia. Alex has taught numerous International seminars and instructed law enforcement and military
specialists, and has recently trained with U.F.C., Pride and other mixed Martial Arts competitors. His previous
training includes several Russian styles, Shotokan Karate and Tae Kwon Do. A Philosopher by education and
vocation, Alex is devoted to exploring the psychic, psycho-physical and Slavic (folk, fundamental and spiritual)
aspects and how he can apply then to his life through his training. I first met Alex in Serbia June this year when
I participated in his annual “Above the Clouds” workshop for his European students, and was immediately taken
by his natural and friendly approach to teaching the martial arts and marrying it to his philosophical beliefs. In
fact I believe that the whole approach to teaching Systema with its lack of general competitiveness and emphasis
on play in place of sparring fosters a deep level of camaraderiec amongst students that is rarely seen in other
martial Arts schools.

During his visit here to Victoria, the first time he has been to Australia, Alex conducted 3 seminars — 2 in
Melbourne and one in Sydney. The first seminar in Melbourne was a short introductory one, running for 3
hours. Quite wisely, Alex chose to make this a brief overview of key Systema concepts and training methods, so
participants could get a taste of the ‘flavour’ of Systema and how it differed from other more traditional martial
arts. This seminar was well attended by over 40 people, all from various martial arts backgrounds, but none with
any previous Systema experience. It was very well received by all, though most agreed that 3 hours did not do
the subject justice.

The next seminar was also held in Melbourne, and this one ran for 3 days. This time Alex had time to explore in
more depth the same key components that make up the basics of Systema. This seminar was again well attended
with people from several states...VIC, SA, NSW and QLD...and largely included members from the Systema
community here in Australia.

The first day was relatively brutal on most participants, consisting of 6.5 hours of Systema groundwork on a
wooden floor, with a single 20 minute break in the middle. Alex explained that a key idea in Systema is to
liberate the body from its’ imposed limitations, to soften and loosen it up so that it can move naturally and
therefore respond freely as required. A fundamental way of doing this was to explore groundwork, as this not
only gave participants comfort at all levels of combat (standing, crouching, squatting, kneeling, sitting and



lying), but also showed you where you held the most tension in your body. Alex kept saying to participants over
the 3 days, ‘There is no such thing as right or wrong in Systema, only tension and no tension. If there is tension,
the idea is not to force through the tension, but rather to ‘move around the tension’. This is the natural way to
move, and is very efficient’. Groundwork involved learning how to move freely from any position to any other
without forcing or resisting tension, how to ‘collapse’ safely, how to roll, flip, turn and move freely and with
comfort on the ground and into other positions. Once the basics were grasped, the drills then progressed into
having a partner pushing you, kicking and punching you whilst you are moving around on the ground and
avoiding/defending against these attacks. This then progressed into several people all attacking you whilst you
moved and avoided. This alone proved challenging but lots of fun and very rewarding.

The next 2 days covered Systema principles for defending against punches, kicks and grabs, again emphasizing
the need for relaxed, free, natural movement. Alex also included delivering and receiving strikes using the
Systema method, whereby participants learn to ‘weaponise’ their body to deliver relaxed yet powerful ‘deep’
strikes from any position, with any part of their body to whatever target presents itself on their opponent. The
next step was to learn to receive strikes from another person. This segment was a bit confronting to many
‘traditional’ martial artists, who spend their training time avoiding strikes from attackers. The concept of
allowing someone to strike is quite different, but Alex explained that this training has several purposes. Firstly,
you cannot receive strikes without injury if you are tense, so you have to relax properly. Secondly, it teaches
your body (intrinsically, not mentally) how to react to the incoming force, making it easier later on to avoid and
move correctly in conjunction to the attack. Thirdly, it trains the ego and psyche to relinquish the fear of being
struck that so often causes people to tense up and choose inappropriate strategies in combat.

Inter-dispersed amongst the more vigorous training methods Alex also took time to explain and drill several of
Systema’s unique stretching, limbering and breathing techniques and strategies, further designed to relaxed,
loosen and free the body, and condition it for Systema training. Learning to stretch and relax various joints and
‘sections’ of the body allow the Systema practitioner to not only move in a very free and relaxed manner, but
also to move various parts of the body independent of others. This enables the body to do several things at once,
and in different directions, creating interdependence of limbs all working from a unified body. Alex explained
that in modern society, we have become ‘robots’ in our movement, operating from our limbs as a result of our
industrialized and technological development. Systema encourages people to return to the natural manner of
moving and expressing through the torso, with the limbs being an extension of this.

The final phase of training was dealing with multiple attackers, or what Systema calls ‘mass attacks’. Again, a
very challenging and potentially confronting experience for people unfamiliar with this type of scenario, and the
manner in which Systema trains this is very unique and different to most martial arts. Being in a circle
surrounded by 6-8 people who are all pushing or punching or kicking, or all of the above all at once, is quite the
experience. Once again, Alex stressed the key concepts of relaxing the body for free movement in natural
response to attacks, moving around the tension and weaponsing the body as a response to attacks and
simultaneous defences. One of the mass attack drill, called ‘chaos’, involves everyone in the class fighting
everyone else....a Systema ‘free-for-all’. Despite what you may be imagining, it was fun and exhilarating...and
no one was injured!

The 2 day Sydney seminar was again attended to capacity, with a combination of Systema practitioners and
other martial artists. Alex covered similar material to the Melbourne seminar, and again it was very well
received by all. One unique feature of the way in which Alex conducts training is that at the end of each session,
he forms everyone in the class into a large circle for a group debrief. Alex explained that in a circle there are no
leaders, everyone is equal and everyone can see everyone else. One by one each participant was encouraged to
comment on how they were finding the training, and what they were experiencing...physically, mentally,
emotionally...any comment was encouraged in an atmosphere of open acceptance and mutual respect.

Some of the comments from seminar participants included:



) We look forward to seeing Alex Kostic again in March 2008 where he will
conduct an intensive weekend workshop at Wu Lin Martial and Healing Arts Retreat at Lancefield
(Victoria) for first time Systema students, and a 4-day workshop over Easter for experienced Martial
Artists and people with existing Systema training, where he will expand on concepts taught during
his 2007 visit. More information may be obtained from www.jamessumarac.com



