fundamentals
Ki Ken Tai no Ichi
構え
Kamae

Expressing the elements of ki-ken-tai-no-ichi in our kendo starts with a silent, almost hidden beauty in our kamae.  It is the foundation from which all your kendo builds.  All efficient movements start from having proper kamae, and it is therefore essential for all shikake and oji waza.  Unwavering kamae fails to expose our physical or mental weaknesses to the opponent.  

Proper Form 体
Tai

Our kamae should be feel natural.  It should display good posture, have proper distribution of weight, proper holding of the shinai, and promote an efficiency of motion.  Having perfect form and a relaxed upper body allows us to react with the shinai faster.  Having a stable and engaged lower body with proper weight distribution allows us to push our entire body in any direction.  Coordinating our relaxed upper body and engaged core and lower body is key to the physical elements of ki-ken-tai-no-ichi.
Keep the back straight, the head up, and the shoulders slightly back while the posture of the upper body is such that the center of gravity is always about our tundan, the position in the absolute middle of our body between the navel and pelvis.  To lean forward during kamae would place our center of gravity below your chest, hindering the ability to move your whole body forwards and often causing the front foot to land too soon.  Relax the upper body, particularly the shoulders.  When the upper body muscles are tight, we have to unlock them before we can accelerate them.  Tight shoulders destroy posture as your shoulders roll forward during a strike.  Holding the shinai too tightly or too squarely also destroys form as it causes the elbows to flare out.  
Rather, keep the upper body relaxed and the back leg engaged, with a slight bend in the elbows.  Some kendoka lock their elbows and tense their arms when they become aggressive.  This this hinders any arm movement other than forwards.  Keeping the elbows slightly bent and the arms relaxed will better facilitate all waza.
Make sure your lower body is engaged and stable by tightening your stomach muscles and keeping the back leg and hip engaged.  Keep your weight distributed with 70% or more on the back leg.  With the back leg engaged, the heel is slightly off the ground at all times, and the both knees are nearly straight.  The left buttocks and hip should be engaged with the pelvis pushed forwards and square to the opponent.  This stance will allow the progression of motion from the ball of the back foot through the leg and to the pelvis to accelerate our center of gravity forward.  
The proper kamae should have the tundan or center of gravity lined up with base of the shinai so a line can be drawn from the back ankle though your tundan, though the shinai, and to the tsuki of the opponent.

Being Ready to Move
Described as “living hands”, you should keep the hands relaxed and free from any stiffness.  Keeping your upper body relaxed enables moving the shinai at any moment and any direction.  For a more aggressive stance, move the tsuka higher and forward, lowering the kensen to a point at the opponent's neck rather than face.  Don't relax the back leg when moving- rather, keep the back leg from ankle to hip engaged and ready to push your body forward.  It is especially important to have the left glut and hip engaged because most of the forward lunging force will come from these muscles.  Also, engaging the left hip will help up stay square to the opponent.  Keep the tension in the back leg so you are always be ready to move.  
It is said to kamae with your hips and feet.  Kamae with your hips means to stay square to the opponent, bravely facing them.  Kamae with your feet represents keeping your feet pointed towards the opponent, always ready to move in and attack an opportunity.  It reminds us that our kamae is fluid, mobile, flexible, not rigid and stiff.
During practice, one should be practicing deep abdominal breathing into your tundan.  Consciously relax your shoulders with each exhale, and feel your stable lower body with each inhale.  Avoid the bad habit of breathing in on the upswing because we are more vulnerable to being struck when we are taking a breath.
剣
Ken

Proper Grip
Always keep the fists turned inwards when holding the shinai.  Don’t let the palms turn upwards.  The hands rotated inwards will discourage both a big backswing and over using the right arm.  When the wrists are free to flex properly, a faster and more direct swing with proper te-no-uchi results in a forceful but not overly powerful swing.  Turning the right fist in also helps hide your kote from being an obvious target.  Turning the left fist in helps keep the swing compact as it corrects the left elbow from bending outwards.  With relaxed arms and the proper grip, we can accelerate the shinai forward like a boxer’s jab and snap the writs at the moment of striking.
As the left hand holds the shinai with the last two fingers, the first two fingers can form a gap from the tsukagawa.  This will allow the shinai to more easily directed for waza.  The right hand holds with the shinai simply laying on the fingers.  Although both hands are rolled in, these allow for the fastest and most versatile handing of the shinai.
To kamae with the sword, for those in chudan no kamae, means to keep the shinai pointed at the opponent, keeping center, being ready to seme, strike, or defend at all times.  For alternate kamae such as jodan no kamae, the shinai is already pulled back and had only to move forwards.  This threatening to attack is a big part of making jodan no kamae effective.  In any kamae, you need to have a “living” sword- that is a shinai that is ready to attack or defend.

Mental Focus気Ki

Kamae consist of being not only being physically ready, but also mentally engaged.  Kamae should help us build our confidence, as we strive to defeat your opponent before striking.  From The Book of Five Rings we are told our kamae should express “heiho” which is the proper attitude and mind-set for both combat and life; carry our posture in such a way that squarely faces the opponent with confidence, looking directly into the eyes   We should be neither too timid or too eager.  Keep your mind focused and flexible.  
Mentally this mean your serious attitude towards practice and competition.  Physically this is expressed by keeping your head up, not looking too far up or down.   Putting your shoulders back without puffing your chest.  And face the opponent squarely.  
It is said to kamae with your eyes by staying engaged with the opponent before and after a strike.  Don’t give away your intensions by looking at the target.  Rather, try to read your opponent’s intentions though their eyes.  On a deeper level, kamae of the eyes, looking directly at the opponent’s eyes gives us the mental fortitude to match our opponent’s fighting spirit.  
To kamae with your heart is to be engaged in the moment emotionally as well as mentally.  To have the spirits and energy to attack and defend.  
Strong mental kamae leads to strong seme and proper tame.  In turn, tame creates a strong ippon.  Weak mental kamae leads to the sicknesses of kendo: surprise, fear, doubt, and hesitation.
One bad habit to avoid during practice is to strike and immediately relax.  Rather, after striking, immediately turn to face your opponent with vigor.  In practice, competition, or shinsa, after a successful strike or a poor attempt, always stay mentally focused.  Refix your eyes on your opponent’s eyes, quickly become square to the opponent and quickly return your kensen to center.  In all situations, even when practicing as motodachi, always show your best mental focus.  
When you check your kamae in practice, think not of just your physical posture but also your eyes, hips, feet, sword, and heart.


Self-Expression and Variations within Kamae守
破
離
Shu Ha Ri

At higher dan, within beautiful kamae, subtle variations exist which maximize our physical abilities and fighting style.  Older kendoka may have the weight distribution more towards the rear foot with the feet closer together.  Other kendoka may prefer a wider more stable stance with the weight aggressively more towards the font.  In any case, these subtleties are a means for self-expression which adds a uniqueness and richness to your kendo giving you more overall enjoyment of the art.  One practical variation on Chudan no Kame is Segan no kamae.  This stance is often used as a defense against jodan no kamae and nito ryu.  Segan helps protect against a kote strike from above.  Because of this segan no kamae encurages the jodan opponent to try and strike men, and hopefully allows us an opportunity for men oji waza.  Against nito, segan no kamae is used to hold the shinai out of range of the shoto, lessening the opponent’s ability to control your shinai with the shoto and strike with the daito; such as in Nito Ryu harai waza.
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Segan no Kamae, a variation of Chudan no Kamae 

Practice
Take time to reflect upon your kamae throughout your practice.  Be mindful of your posture and kamae after striking.  After a successful strike you should immediately return to chudan no kamae.  
Uchikomi is an excellent oppertunity to strive for perfect kamae including having the proper mindset before and after the strike.  Likewise, during kakarigeiko, when we are physically and mentally tired, strike to keep good posture and kamae from beginning to end.
Kamae also needs to be practiced when we are motodachi.  As motodachi, it is our responsibility to bring out the best efforts from kakarite.

Drills
Subari:  is an opportunity for us to concentrate on our lower body- keeping our feet, legs and body position in proper position with proper weight distribution.  
Aimen uchi:  Partners hit and zanshin past turning to receive another hit, each advancing with good kamae and turning from zanshin to good kamae   
Men – taiatari - hiki men waza continuously, with each strike not pausing but returning to proper kamae.

Conditioning and Home Exercises
Any exercises which promote stability and balance by building a strong hips and knees will be beneficial in keeping good form and returning to kamae during rapid movements.  One example is balancing on one leg while using an exercise band in one hand and holding a weight with the other.

Summery
Kame is much more than physical good form. Kame involves gripping the shinai properly, distributing your weight properly, having good posture, relaxing some muscles and tensing other. Kame including being stable before and after a strike. Kame involves not only being physically ready to strike, but also being mentally ready to strike or react to your opponent.  Correct kame should be practiced always, both physically and mentally. Your kame should be a reflection of your mental attitude.
Consider your kamae being integrated in ki ken tai no ichi. Be prepared spirit, sword, and body. Remember this by considering your eyes, hips, feet, sword, and heart.
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