KUM NYE 
Tibetan Yoga

In modern times, confusion, chaos and over stimulation have become such a feature of daily activity that we are often too tense and charged up to enjoy life. Kum Nye works to counter this effect: opening our senses and our hearts so that we feel satisfied and fulfilled, able to appreciate every aspect of our lives more fully. By practising Kum Nye we can enrich the quality of our experience as we learn to live more harmoniously.

Tarthang Tulku
The physical yogas of Tibet are relatively unknown, despite the popularity of their Indian and Chinese counterparts: Hatha yoga, T’ai Chi and Ch’i Kung. Yet within the four schools of Tibetan Buddhism there exist lineages of physical yogic practice which go back many centuries.

I know, for instance, of at least two distinct physical exercise lineages within the Nyingma Tradition. This is the oldest school of Tibetan Buddhism, which traces its lineage back to Padmasambhava who introduced Buddhism into Tibet in the 8th century. 

Contrary to popular opinion the word tantra, in its original meaning, has little to do with sex (although sexual yogas can be found within it, though these are rarely taught, and only selectively to students already well grounded in other practice). Rather, the word tantra means thread or continuity and refers to the unbroken thread of wisdom which continues through transmission from what is known as the Vajra Master to the student. 

The Sanskrit word, vajra, (Tib. dorje) carries the multiple meanings of indestructible, diamond and thunderbolt. It gives its name to the entire Tibetan tradition of Buddhism, which is known as the Vajrayana or Diamond Vehicle.

So the Tibetan Buddhism tantras concern themselves with teachings about energy and how to transform it - into the state of an enlightened Buddha. 

The system of Tibetan yoga with which I am familiar comes from one of the medical tantras of Tibet and was developed to assist monks who were sitting in meditation for long hours, often in confined spaces. This yoga is called Kum Nye (pronounced koom-neeay). It was introduced to the west by Tarthang Tulku who set up the Nyingma Institute in Berkeley, California in the 1970s. His father was a doctor as well as a lama. Tarthang Tulku adapted the ancient exercises for presentation to a western audience, without losing their authenticity and effectiveness. There are over one hundred of these exercises.      

 Kum Nye, like all oriental yogas, deals with the subtle body. The subtle anatomy of a human being is said to consist of channels (tsa), inner air (equivalent to the more well-known Sanskrit prana, or Chinese, chi); known in Tibetan as lung (interesting parallel with our English word, lung!) and the deepest, subtle energy - the essence which underpins all physical manifestation, called thig-le in Tibetan. The subtle body as a whole is known in Tibetan as ku. The physical body of flesh and blood is called lu. So, Ku-m Nye means ‘massage of or interaction with the subtle body’. Through very simple movements, performed very slowly, combined with focused attention and soft and gentle breathing, the subtle body is balanced, integrated, stimulated and transformed. Chronic patterns of muscular tension in the physical body are put under pressure by the movements, which results in releasing the energy locked in them, and re-distributing it around the body.

The exercises are like symbols of a whole process that is happening simultaneously in the body-mind, and this is reflected in their names – Loosening up the Self Image; Swimming in Space; Relieving Negativity; Energising the Lower Body, Building Strength and Confidence, and so on.

I attended the 3 month training programme in Berkeley in 1981. My friend had given me the books back in England, and performing one of the exercises (an innocent enough little movement, called ‘Embracing Space’), I had a quite noticeable alteration in consciousness. This intrigued me, having been a student of Satipatthāna-Vipassanā (mindfulness and insight) meditation for seven years. 

I flew to San Francisco and signed up. I was astonished and somewhat shocked. Strenuous and challenging body work had been part of my daily routine for seven years, and I thought I knew everything there was to know about relaxation. The Kum Nye exercises introduced me to an entirely new inner territory of sensation and depth of relaxation – and the effects in consciousness and daily life were really noticeable. It was as though experience suddenly began to shimmer with a vitality, joy and subtlety which I had never had before, and this was accompanied by a deep and resilient quality of relaxation.

When I had to have abdominal surgery in 2000, I found my Kum Nye practice came into its own. Through gentle straightening and strengthening exercises, I regained posture, strength and flexibility easily and quickly. The sensitivity to the body developed in Kum Nye also came in handy with such things as kneeling on my hospital bed, changing the angle of the pillow rest, unassisted, only days after surgery! I have long thought that Kum Nye should be made available in all GP’s surgeries and to physiotherapists nationally. 
One of my students who has suffered with ME for seven years says, ‘Kum Nye is the only exercise system that has never caused relapse. I think this is because of the slowness of the movements and the pace of the workshops. This allows me to progress with confidence to more advanced postures and improve my flexibility and balance. I have been practising Kum Nye for a year now and it definitely has had a beneficial effect on my general health and sense of well being.’
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