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Strength training has not been the domain of somatics. This article argues for
the possibility and the benefits of bringing a somatic approach to working with
free weights, dynabands and gym equipment. The article describes how to connect
holistically and somatically with physical sensations, emotions, the imagination
and the mental realm while doing strength training exercises. Somatic strength
training allows us to develop outer and inner strength, bodily awareness, intuition
and a compassionate, soulful relationship with the body.
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Strength training has not been traditionally viewed as a domain of somatic
inquiry – strength training tends to be associated with ‘no pain no gain’ in a
gym environment, and many people view bodily conditioning as something
that is ‘good for them’ but not particularly enjoyable. In conventional strength
training classes, participants perform a particular number of repetitions with
exercise equipment or using the bodyweight, or perform isometric exercises,
such as planks where the body stays in one static position for a certain amount
of time. The instructor coaches the participants on proper form and safety
when handling weights or gym machines, balances the exercises for the whole
body or attends to a client’s particular needs in a personal training session,
motivates and supports the participants and provides a unified experience that
includes a warm-up and a cool down with some stretches.
‘How do you feel in your body today? Can you feel your heart reaching
out to the front as you hold a dynaband and pull the elbows to the back in a
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seated position? What would it feel like to lead your life from the heart?’‘Can
you sense the weight of the shinbones and the bones of the feet when you lift
and extend the lower leg as you lie on the back with the knees bent?’‘As we
exhale and inhale after the abdominal crunches, what happens if we imagine
that the movements of the lungs are massaging and healing the abdominal
muscles?’ These kinds of questions and instructions are not likely to surface in
traditional strength training classes.
Paying attention to the physical sensations, emotions, the imagination, intuition, thoughts and stirrings of the soul and the heart as we move
and perform strength training exercises is not the usual approach. We take
strength training classes and go to the gym to ‘become stronger’, ‘lose weight’,
‘build muscle’, ‘be healthy and active’, ‘take care of the bones’ and ‘look better’.
Not to ‘track physical sensations and find words for them’, ‘tap into feelings
of ease and gratitude’ or ‘imagine the skeleton’. Picking up the weights or a
dynaband in order to connect deeply and with compassion to the muscles and
the bones and to appreciate the different layers of the self and our unfolding
life story does not occur to most people.
In what follows, I want to make a case for the benefits of including a
somatic, holistic approach in strength training. By ‘somatic’ I refer to an
approach that highlights the importance of paying attention to subtle physical
sensations and helps practitioners gain access to different parts of their unified
self through bodily movement and physical awareness. Working with weights
and elastic bands and performing traditional strength training exercises such
as squats, biceps curls, lateral shoulder raises or latissimus dorsi pull-downs
can become so much more enriching, enlivening and interesting if we add a
somatic approach that allows us to tap into the wisdom of the moving, living
body.
I have learned about somatics through extensive reading and writing on
this topic as well as through teaching Nia© dance classes since 2010 and
participating in trainings in JourneyDance™, the Tamalpa Life/Art Process©
and SuryaSoul©, among others. In 2014, I completed an extensive teacher
training programme in the method of BodyLogos© – a strength training,
meditation and alignment technique that blends western strength training exercises with Taoist philosophy. I add a somatic layer to this body of
knowledge (see Saumaa 2019). In my somatic strength training and stretching classes, I use strength training exercises not only to build muscles but to
hone participants’ physical awareness, inner eye and intuition, and the ability
to listen to the body. With a greater and more nuanced awareness of the body,
participants will learn to include ‘somatic intelligence’ – a type of knowledge
that emanates from the body and relies on the practice of discerning physical
sensations – in their daily activities and life more broadly.

SOMATIC STRENGTH TRAINING?
In Moving Consciously: Somatic Transformations Through Dance, Yoga, and Touch
(2015), Sondra Fraleigh, professor of dance and somatic studies, rules conditioning out from the domain of somatics. She writes:
Body conditioning, training, and exercise programs are not the province of somatics. Perception and consciousness are essential, as is creativity,
transformation, and change. To this I would add community building and
service, though not everyone would agree. On a broad scale, awareness
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of the moving self in relation to others and in community is increasingly
important to somatic studies. We don’t discount the value of exercise and
repetitive movement in dance training, or the use of machinery. These
have a place and a purpose, but they are not somatic means. Moving
consciously is the means of somatics. The goal is the same. Process is
everything in somatics.
(Fraleigh 2015: xxix, original emphasis)
In Fraleigh’s view, somatics is associated with ‘perception and consciousness’,
‘creativity, transformation, and change’ and ‘awareness of the moving self in
relation to others and in community’. Repetitive movement and exercise are
valuable but ‘not somatic means’ (Fraleigh 2015: xxix).
Several recent accounts have started to move towards the direction of
including body conditioning and mindful strengthening of the muscles as a
part of a somatic repertoire. In The Body Heals Itself: How Deeper Awareness of
Your Muscles and Their Emotional Connection Can Help You Heal, Emily A. Francis
states that working with the muscles can help us comprehend emotions. By
learning to listen to the muscles, we can trace emotional and physical problems sooner. She offers exercises for particular muscle groups and suggests
affirmations to add to each exercise (see Francis 2017). Lauren Kearns, in
Somatics in Action: A Mindful and Physical Conditioning Tool for Movers, introduces her method, inspired by Pilates, yoga and dance, and shows how to
use visual and kinaesthetic imagery to improve muscular holding patterns and
how to employ experiential anatomy to sense the muscles and the bones (see
Kearns 2017). In Embody the Skeleton: A Guide for Conscious Movement, Mark C.
Taylor brings his rich somatic background to a fascinating experiential exploration of the skeletal system (see Taylor 2019).
However, there is much room for further thinking and research on how
to apply somatics to body conditioning and how to bring this knowledge to
people who have a strength training practice that might benefit from a somatic
approach. Similarly, people who practise a somatic technique but have not yet
found a satisfying method for strengthening the muscles might benefit from
learning how to bring their somatic knowledge to bodily conditioning.
Through a somatic approach, we can learn how to notice and name physical sensations such as contraction or elongation in the muscles, heat, tingling,
energy flow, pulsing, tightness and expansion, among others. Practising how
to tune into bodily sensations – the domain of somatics – helps us see the body
as a wise, non-verbal guide in life that helps us make decisions. In the words
of Annie Murphy Paul, ‘people who are more aware of their bodily sensations
are better able to make use of their non-conscious knowledge’ (Paul 2021:
27). She argues for the importance of ‘interoceptive learning’: ‘the process
of learning, first, how to sense, label, and regulate our internal signals – and
second, how to draw connections between the particular sensations we feel
within and the pattern of events we encounter in the world’ (Paul 2021: 31).
Increasing sensitivity towards inner signals can bring us into a closer touch
with our needs for physical, emotional, cognitive and spiritual well-being, as
well as make us more intuitive, more present in the unfolding moment and
better attuned with the next best step in life.
Language and words are a vital component of my classes. I use language
and images to help participants hone their inner eye and imagine the body
and the self multidimensionally. Guidance through language helps us move
awareness around in the body and notice the sensations we are experiencing.
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I invite students to find their own words and images in order to help them
develop sensitivity to language and words that emanate through their physical
experiences and sensations. For example, I might say, ‘What is the sensation in
the quadriceps muscles after the leg extensions that we just performed – what
words would you use to describe these sensations?’ Sometimes I give examples: ‘In my body, the sensation in the hamstring feels like emptiness, or void,
or openness. Now I feel it as a subtle wave of energy moving from the glutes to
the heel. What do you feel in the back of the leg?’ By finding words for physical sensations and subtle shifts in the body, we practise reading the body and
comprehending the corporeal dimension of our experience of being alive.
The tempo of the movements is typically slow – participants can also
choose their own tempo –, and we stay with the repetitions for several
minutes. While Fraleigh noted that repetitive movement runs counter to
somatic aims, repetitive and patterned movements provide the space and time
to notice and listen to the body. Within the structure of the patterned movement of the exercises, there is room to develop curiosity about the body and to
attend to bodily sensations, the movement of the mind, and perhaps even the
stirring of the soul. Contracting and elongating the muscles becomes similar
to a meditation – a meditation conducted in movement.
I encourage participants to develop a ‘light mind’: in these classes, we do
not need to use the cognitive skills of analysis, interpretation and investigation. The mind is not absent: it notices physical sensations, and we use the
imagination to visualize and sense the bones, organs, the muscles and the
relationship between them as well as the alignment and the space around us. I
pose a question for reflection during a set of repetitions for a muscle group: for
example, when performing a chest press with weights or a dynaband, I might
ask a question about the voice of the heart since this organ resides in the
area of the body on which we are concentrating our awareness in the exercise
(see Figure 1). I tell the participants to simply be present with the question
and feel whether anything appears in response in their consciousness or the
mind’s eye. A word, a phrase, an image, a sound, a colour, an impulse, a sensation might occur. If nothing in particular appears, that is fine also – perhaps
a response will surface later, after the class is over. The aim is to relax or sink
the mind into the physical experience – to feel the body first – and then notice
whether an intuitive insight emerges.
In what follows, I give some examples of my somatically inclined strength
training class. I will offer a warm-up, a few exercises and a closing meditation.
This is a glimpse, not a full session/practice experience. You might envision
these movements in your mind’s eye or try them out after reading. My hope
is that the muscles feel more awakened, the mind more rejuvenated and the
soul more expressive afterwards.

SAMPLE SESSION
We start by finding the feet underneath us. Inhale and exhale deeply. Feel the
contact between your feet and the ground. You can trust the ground underneath you and give it your weight. As you keep inhaling and exhaling deeply
in your natural rhythm, relax the knees and the low back. Relax the shoulder
blades and the collarbones. Sense the volume of the lungs today, the ribcage
expanding in the front, the sides and the back of the body. Feel the abdominals in the front of the body – can you sense how they are reaching up from
the pubic bone to towards the chest? How does your chest and shoulders
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Figure 1: Chest press with a dynaband. © Lauri Kulpsoo.
feel? Can you sense the weight of the bones of the arms and the hands? How
do the head and the neck feel?
Let us allow some gentle movements to emerge and listen to each
movement without judgment as it unfolds. What part of the body wants to
move (see Figure 2)? Perhaps the vertebrae of the spine? Maybe a gentle
movement emerges in the hips, like a circle or an exploration of the space
with the hipbones. As you inhale and exhale, feel the ribcage move, and the
sternum. Perhaps a movement wants to emerge in the arm? How are the
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Figure 2: Improvisational movements. © Lauri Kulpsoo.
joints of the arms and the hands feeling today? Let the arms move higher
towards the sky and explore the space over the head. Perhaps they move
towards the area in front of the heart and reach to the space in front of you
or to the sides and the back of you? Maybe the arms want to reach towards
the ground and the torso surrender to gravity for a moment. Keep the knees
soft as you pull in the abdominals and start to bring the spine and the torso
back over the feet. Feel the contact between the earth and the feet again.
Relax the toes and the balls of the feet and sense the entire foot widen. Take
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a moment to experience your alignment in this position, your posture as you
stand on the earth today, the gentle waves of the spine and the head reaching towards the sky.
Let us explore what the muscles and the bones tell us about ourselves
today. Take a dynaband, move one leg to the front, knee slightly bent and the
other leg to the back, whole foot on the ground. Step in the middle of the band
with the front foot and hold the band between the thumb and the four fingers.
Place the weight between the front and the back leg, engage the abdominals
slightly by letting them reach up. Do some gentle circles with the shoulder
blades and then they stay anchored towards the bottom end of the ribcage.
Elbows are close to the ribcage, an inch away. We keep the upper arm bone
static and bend and extend both arms from the elbow to bring the lower arm
towards the chest with the resistance band. Try exhaling as you lift the lower
arm bones and inhale when the arms move down towards the hips.
What do you sense in the body as you perform these repetitions? Can you
sense the biceps muscles? Perhaps the fingers holding on to the theraband
can soften their grip a bit. Notice how the contraction is softer as you begin to
lift the arms and becomes stronger as the arms come towards the sternum. Try
to sense the full contraction in the peak or the ‘belly’ of the biceps muscle. Can
you sense how the connection to the muscle and the resistance band stays
alive also when the arms descend?
Notice the trajectory of the movement in the arms. The biceps curl is an
exercise in pulling – in taking something actively towards us, drawing something into the space very close to the body. We are bringing the hands towards
the chest, towards the heart centre. Take a moment to sense your chest: how
does this area of the heart feel today? If the heart could speak, what would it
say today? ‘My heart feels … My heart wants … My heart desires…’.
With the next inhale and exhale, let us explore what kind of connection
emerges between the hands and the chest – could the hands be in the service
of the heart today? Could the hands bring something to your experience that
would nourish the heart? Maybe a good meal, a call to a supportive friend, a
decision to take out a pen and a notebook and write about or draw the wishes
of the heart later? Perhaps there is something we can actively ‘do’ – similarly
to the active pulling of the dynaband in this biceps curl – that would meet the
desire of the heart? As you do a few more repetitions, feel the power of the
biceps muscle and the hands to look out for the well-being of the heart.
As you inhale and exhale deeply, let go of the elastic band and reach the
arms out to the sides, fingers pointing down and feel the stretch in the biceps
muscles, the widening of the palms and the smile across the wide chest.
With the next exercise, let us come onto the ground, onto a yoga mat. We
sit on the pelvis, legs to the front, knees straight or slightly bent. Please put
the dynaband under the feet and hold it between the thumbs and the rest of
the fingers, with the thumbs on top (see Figure 3). Let us take a moment to
feel the body in this position. Can you sense the sitz bones at the bottom of
the pelvis? Perhaps lean the torso to the front, then middle and then towards
the back – notice how the torso’s position over the sitz bones changes.
Come back to the vertical position. Imagine the centre of the pelvis, maybe
like a dot or a golden nugget. Then the centre of the ribcage. Then the centre of
the skull. If you were to draw a line between these dots, do the pelvis, ribcage
and the head line up easefully? This is an example of vertical alignment, an
easeful position of the skeleton in a standing or seated position. Notice how
the theraband is helping you sit more comfortably in this position – try to relax
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Figure 3: Seated back row with a dynaband. © Lauri Kulpsoo.
the quadriceps muscles by engaging the lower abdominals. Lean the spine
and the back of the body gently onto the strength of the abdominal muscles.
With the next inhale and exhale, let us move the mind’s eye towards the
shoulder blades – notice their position in the back. Start to slowly move the
shoulder blades towards each other and towards the spine. Can you sense
your back muscles contracting? We bring the arms back to their original position. Let us repeat – you can exhale as the elbows move to the back of the
body, beyond the ribcage and inhale as they travel back. Let the shoulder
blades stay at the same height: they do not move up and down but towards
each other. Your shoulder blades are like two friends who are approaching
each other from opposite parts of the world and then meet on the same street,
come close to each other, feel the connection and then start their journey
back. Keep going.
As the back muscles are working, let us draw attention to the front of the
body. How does the chest feel in this exercise? Can you feel how it stretches
in response to the back muscles contracting? Notice how the moving of the
ribcage and the back muscles towards each other pushes the sternum and the
ribcage to the front. The centres of the pelvis and the head stay aligned over
each other but the ribcage moves to the front and then back to the vertical
alignment. It is as if we are moving into the space in front of us with the heart
leading, supported by the strong back. What does it feel like to let the heart
open, to let it be free? In what realm in your life could you develop this kind
of open-hearted approach and feel the free movement of the heart? If you
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would like, keep this question gently in your awareness as you do a few more
repetitions.
With the next few repetitions, let us bring the exploration to a close.
Either bend the knees, feet flat on the ground and let the chest rest against
the thighs and the back widen, or let the legs stay long to the front and
bring the torso closer to the knees and the thighs. Feel how the back
muscles stretch and envelop the chest. The heart can feel protected by the
wide back.
Let us place the back of the body against the ground. Feel the ground
through the back. Notice whether there is any subconscious tightening, any
holding of the bones with the muscles in the upper back or close to the shoulder blades. With the next inhale and exhale, allow the bones of the torso to
drop more deeply towards the earth. Lift the heels off the ground and let legs
fold in the hip. Keep the heels relaxed close to the buttocks. With the next
exhale, lift the pelvis slightly off the ground and gently place it back down
with an inhale.
Keep going. Feel how the abdominal muscles contract to drag the pelvis
up. Allow the abdominal muscles to take the lead and the lower back muscles
to soften and widen. This movement is like a massage for the lower back
muscles. The upper back and the back of the skull keep relaxing onto the
ground – the lower abdominal muscles are working but so many other muscles
are relaxing, letting go. Can you feel these different sensations happening in
the body at the same time? The softening and widening of the lower back
muscles that accompanies the work of the lower abdominal muscles reminds
us that for movement to happen, one muscle group has to contract and the
opposing muscles have to elongate, expand, release and let go. Effort and ease
are present – need to be present – simultaneously. As you do a few of these
abdominal crunches, does this idea of bringing ease to a task that involves
effort speak to you somehow? What happened if you found or allowed for
more ease to exist in a task that asks for effort?
Place the feet on the ground wider than hips width apart, knees bent and
gently move the thighs side to side to relax the abdominals. Then bring the
feet hips width apart and interlace the fingers at the back of the head. Lift the
head slightly off the ground and let it feel heavy against the hands. Trust that
your hands can hold the weight of the head and relax the muscles of the back
of the neck. The chin is slightly tucked in, the elbows wide. Lift the ribcage
off the ground and place it back gently. Exhale on the way up and inhale on
the way down. Stay with the exercise for several minutes. Feel how the upper
abdominal muscles are starting to quiver – it is like an inner purr that only you
can hear, inwardly. We are giving the upper abdominal muscles a chance to
express themselves, to show and exercise their strength. Feel how the abdominal muscles are flexing the thoracic spine and the back muscles are spreading
more open as a response.
Keep relaxing the neck, the muscles of the forehead, the cheeks, the eyes,
the chin and the lips. Soften or close the eyes. Let us turn the eye inward, deep
into the torso. What is your inner world like today? If your inner world had
a landscape, what kind of landscape would it be today? Is it a magical forest,
an oceanfront, a contemplative mysterious desert, a land of valleys? Perhaps
there are colours that emerge. Spend some time in this inner landscape. Let
these repetitions support your commitment to turning inward, to honouring
your soul and your unique being.
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After the next few repetitions, gently bring the torso onto the ground and
stretch the arms over the head and the legs long. Perhaps there are other
movements that your body is instinctively asking you to do. Let the movements unfold and suffuse them with the sensations of stretch.
When you are ready, find a comfortable position – perhaps with the back
on the ground or in a seated position. Inhale and exhale deeply and take a
moment to listen to the rhythm and the sound of your breathing, this magical connection to all that is alive. With the next inhale and exhale, gently
place the hands on the chest, over the heart. Let the heart feel the warmth
of your hands and the hands feel the warmth of your heart. Through the
hands, feel the rhythm of your own heartbeats. Take a moment to listen to
this sound – your heart beating, full of life and love. With the next inhale
and exhale, send a note of thank you, a message to the heart. With the next
inhale and exhale, send a note of thank you, a message to the heart of someone you love. With the next inhale and exhale, send a note of thank you, a
message to the grand pulse, the heartbeat of everything that is alive, moving,
breathing.
With a somatic approach, abdominal crunches, triceps extensions and
gluteal squeezes stop being ‘boring’ and arduous tasks: they can become a
source for a meaningful, empowering connection to the body, a method of
self-inquiry that allows us to tap into our inner and outer strength and helps
us understand who we are currently and who we are becoming. The time
we spend activating the joints, contracting and elongating the muscles and
moving the bones offers an opportunity to explore experiential anatomy and
to increase the awareness of the body, cognition, emotions and the imagination. The repetitive nature of the exercises can calm down the nervous system
and the whirling mind and help us find a rhythm, a pulse, a mantra for the
muscles for each day. Somatic strength training – like somatic dance or physical awareness practices – is one of the paths towards feeling more whole, alive
and deeply connected to the body.
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