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Foreword

I was in Canada directing seminars when a good friend said to me, “You really must meet my friend Kam Thye. He is an extraordinary man with a gift.” We arranged a meeting and I received my first Thai Yoga Massage session. I was treated to a blend of pressure-point work, breath awareness, and having my lanky 6'5" frame effortlessly flipped around like a pile of sticks. At the end of the experience I was deeply relaxed and felt keenly attuned to the new flow of energy through my body.

In addition to that masterful session I also received a deeply healing presence embodied by this compact and self-contained man. I asked Kam Thye what he felt was the most important aspect of his work. He smiled broadly and held up his open hands. “It’s all metta,” he replied, referring to the Buddhist practice of loving kindness.

What makes a healer a great healer? Many practitioners have studied technique—they understand physiology and body mechanics, yet fall short of connecting to their clients on a deeper level. Transcendent to all techniques must be purity of heart and a clear intention to serve. That quality is what I have encountered in my years of friendship with Kam Thye Chow.

The mystical blend inherent in Thai Yoga Massage, with its Ayurvedic roots, organic flow of movement, and martial arts-like transitions, reflects Kam Thye Chow’s cultural influences. Born in Malaysia into a Chinese family of healers, Kam Thye was immersed from an early age in the world of Chinese martial arts and Buddhist philosophy. He was also profoundly touched by the Indian practices of yoga and Ayurveda.

How does the practice of Thai Yoga Massage today differ from two thousand years ago? One of the compelling aspects of Thai Yoga Massage is how it evolves over time, shaped by the deepening relationship between practitioner and receiver. And yet there is a timelessness to Thai Yoga Massage as well, particularly when it is grounded in the practice of metta. The beauty of Kam Thye’s presence is his foundation in the authenticity of this ancient and core practice. I imagine that a great session today differs little from a great session thousands of years ago, assuming the practitioner opens fully to the healing flow of energy and selflessly offers his awareness and presence to the receiver in a constant state of prayer. Love transcends time, and in that space, healing is infinite in its reach.

Over the years Kam Thye and I have shared a yearning toward spirit, and each of us, in his own way, has practiced the life of the monk and wanderer. Now with family, Kam Thye is able to cultivate a spiritual practice while living the life of a householder. At Kripalu Center for Yoga and Health, the largest yoga and health center in North America, we are constantly looking for authentic doorways through which to offer our guests an experience of properly aligning body, mind, and spirit. We are honored to have Kam Thye as a faculty member at Kripalu and have received an overwhelmingly positive response to his teachings. The publication of his book is an important and timely contribution to the field of bodywork and healing.

Buddhism studies how we move from the infinite to the finite; that journey is described as moving from one thing, to two things, to ten thousand things. Our busy and active world is filled with the “ten thousand things” that are constantly calling for our attention. Thai Yoga Massage practitioners focus on an infinite set of variables at one time, performing gentle, dynamic movements with the receiver while attending to her breath rhythm, energy lines, pressure points, and Ayurvedic doshas. To sustain these multiple levels of attention can overwhelm the mind. In my perspective, Kam Thye’s gifts as an educator and guide are not only his skill in navigating through the never-ending depth of this bodywork art—the ancient and contemporary practice of Thai Yoga Massage—but how, in the purity of his intention, he brings the practice back from ten thousand things, to two, to one: the practice of metta, the return home to the timelessness of love.

Sudhir Jonathan Foust

President, Kripalu Center for Yoga and Health
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1  From Temple Art to Healing Art

I am from Malaysia, a peninsular nation between China and India. Historically, Malaysia was the meeting place for the great cultures of these two countries. Many merchants, artisans, and laborers who came to the Far East settled in Malaysia; they were accompanied by healers, yogis, martial artists, and herbalists who brought their spiritual beliefs with them.

My family is of Chinese origin. I began studying the traditional Taoist arts of tai chi chuan, chi kung, massage, and herbal healing at the age of thirteen. Growing up in Malaysia, I had Hindu friends from India whose practices of Ayurveda, yoga, massage, and mantra meditation were thoroughly integrated into their lifestyles. I consider myself fortunate to have been brought up in this environment.

I feel even more blessed to have found the art of Thai Yoga Massage, which is a synthesis of yoga, Ayurveda, and meditation. For this I am indebted to my teacher and good friend, Asokananda, with whom I studied in Chang Mai, Thailand, for six years. He generously shared this precious art with me and introduced me to the philosophy of metta, loving compassion. Together we have taught Thai Yoga Massage around the world.

Thai Yoga Massage is performed on the floor in loose and comfortable clothing. In receiving Thai Yoga Massage one is also receiving the benefits of the practice of yoga. This technique has been described as assisted Hatha yoga. A Thai Yoga Massage also incorporates martial arts moves, rhythmic motion, palming and thumbing along energy lines, gentle stretching, and breathwork, creating a slow, flowing “dance” around and with the recipient’s body.

In addition to stretching and tonifying the muscles, Thai Yoga Massage improves circulation, relieves muscular tension and spasm, helps expedite metabolism, boosts the immune system, and balances the body energetically, inducing a calm mental state. This practice provides the recipient with both a physical and an energetic massage.
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The origins of traditional Thai massage can be traced back 2,500 years to India and the spread of Buddhism. The founding father of Thai massage, Jivaka Kumarbhaccha, was a celebrated yogi and a doctor in the ancient Indian healing tradition of Ayurveda. His unusual skill as a physician and surgeon was so well known that he was called upon to treat kings and princes, including the Magadha King Bimbisara. But of all the people Jivaka attended to, the most distinguished was the Buddha. Today, Jivaka is not only venerated as the founder of traditional Thai massage; he is also honored as the source of Ayurvedic practices within Thailand.
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Jivaka Kumarbhaccha, the founding father of Thai massage and Thai Ayurveda



Traditional Thai massage developed over centuries within the environment of the Buddhist temples. The Thai temple, or wat, also operates as a center for the health care of the common people. The most famous institution for traditional Thai massage is the Wat Pho in Bangkok, still today the leading center of research and practice for the art of Thai massage. In addition to being the main center for the practice of Buddhism in Thailand, Wat Pho temple houses various stone-carved figurines eloquently holding Thai massage postures. The inside walls of the temple bear epigraphs depicting the sen, the body’s energy line network. Installed by King Rama III in 1832, these famous sculptures and illustrations give visual form to the theoretical foundations of traditional Thai massage healing work.

While traditional Thai massage is a culturally integrated tradition in Thailand, it is difficult to talk about a standard form of Thai massage—various masters have cultivated their own distinct methods of practice. There are, however, two general styles within Thailand that can be traced to the teachings of two main schools: the northern school and the southern school.

Setting the standard for the northern school is the Old Medical Hospital in Chang Mai. At the Old Medical Hospital the day begins with a chant in praise of Jivaka, the founder of Thai massage, to inspire the day’s work. In the south, the main teaching center is Wat Pho in Bangkok. The main difference between these two styles is how each technique works with energy lines in the body. The northern style could be said to be a yang form, since it is slightly more active in its approach. It emphasizes the techniques of palming and thumbing, the latter being a method that involves the practitioner focusing his bodyweight through his arms and gradually pouring that weight into the recipient to tonify the recipient’s energy lines. The southern school, with a slightly more relaxed approach, is more yin in nature. It emphasizes the technique of plucking, in which the practitioner uses his fingers to strum or stimulate the nerves running along the energy lines.

As travel between these two regions has increased, the northern and southern styles are becoming increasingly integrated.

This dynamic form of therapeutic massage originated in India and became an integrated aspect of the temple environment within Thailand when Buddhism spread to Southeast Asia. Over the past ten years a growing number of westerners have traveled to Thailand to study massage and have returned to the West to open schools and training centers. As a result, a fusion of many new styles is now being practiced around the world.

After growing up in Malaysia inside the practice of the healing arts and living in Thailand for six years with my Thai massage teacher, Asokananda, I am now settled in Montreal—not a place I thought I would end up!—and am teaching a form of Thai Yoga Massage that I call Lotus Palm Thai Yoga Bodywork. This massage method has recently been recognized by the Féderation quebécoise des massothépeutes (FQM, the Quebec massage federation) and the College of Massage Therapists of Ontario (CMTO). With a foundation in traditional Thai massage concepts, the Lotus Palm method incorporates Ayurvedic principles, the Buddhist attention to centeredness, the alignment and dynamic stretching of Hatha yoga, and manipulation of the sen, the Thai energy line system. Lotus Palm focuses on creating a flowing dance that is characteristic of tai chi, benefiting both the practitioner and receiver.

When explaining this method of Thai Yoga Massage I like to use the image of the tango. Linked together in a graceful dance, the principal dancer (the practitioner) and the follower (the recipient) perform a series of yoga positions. The practitioner uses her hands, feet, arms, and legs to gently guide the recipient into various yoga postures while remaining focused and centered. The more skillful and fluid the practitioner, the more the recipient is able to relax and trust her as the principal dancer. As the dance becomes more beautiful and harmonious, it also becomes more healing and beneficial to the receiver.

Lotus Palm Thai Yoga Bodywork emphasizes centering, transition, balance, safety, and using the least amount of effort to achieve maximum results. There is a strong emphasis on safety and on rhythmic, flowing transitions from one posture to the next. The lotus is a symbol of loving-kindness and compassion, while “palming” is a technique that we use in Thai Yoga Massage. Lotus Palm means “the compassionate touch.” That is the spirit of this work.

As has been the case with other Eastern practices introduced to the West, in adapting this art to a new culture changes have been inevitable. The Lotus Palm method teaches a form of Thai massage specifically designed for westerners. People in the West generally spend more time sitting than people in the East and are generally taller and heavier in build. Such cultural variations encourage different areas of flexibility and overuse in the body. Because the Thai spend most of their working time in the fields or doing manual labor, their massages focus 75 percent on the lower body and legs. In contrast, westerners spend more time at their desks and computers; the Lotus Palm method consequently focuses equal attention to the lower and upper body.

Throughout this book I will use the term Thai Yoga Massage to describe this healing art and to bring the original principles of Thai massage back to their roots. Part 1 provides the reader with an overview of the fundamental aspects of Thai Yoga Massage. The theoretical foundations of this healing art will be considered, as will the sen energy lines, the marma acupressure points, and the ancient Indian healing system of Ayurveda. Also covered in this section are therapeutic and medical effects of Thai massage, key stances for the practitioner, the importance of meditation in practice, and the spiritual notion of metta. In part 2 the reader will be guided through a full-body practice of Thai Yoga Massage. Each posture is fully illustrated for the practitioner, and thoroughly considered in terms of its overall benefits to the receiver.

Enjoy your journey into this dynamic and centering healing dance.
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