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Introduction


Imagine there was a simple routine you could carry out and various exercises that just took ten minutes or so, which you could use every morning to set you up for the day. Just like your morning tea or coffee, they would become part of how you get ready for the world. The routine wouldn’t be vigorous or demanding, just something that helps you feel more at home in your body, more settled in your feelings, and clearer in your mind. That’s what sophrology provides. It’s a system of mind–body training that is simple to learn, and it can radically improve your quality of life. But it offers much more than that. It offers an entire path of self-development that can also be used therapeutically to address specific difficulties, often caused by stress and anxiety. Its effectiveness comes from the exercises being so easy to integrate into a busy life.


Doing sophrology starts to alter the way you experience life: you feel calmer and less anxious, but at the same time more energized and enthusiastic, with a heightened appreciation for the wonder of being alive and able to accomplish more of your dreams. Is this just hype? It sounds rather unlikely that any one method could help you achieve all this, until you hear that in France just such a method has been used with great success for more than 50 years.


You could say that sophrology is France’s best-kept secret. But it’s been an open secret—nobody has tried to stop sophrology from crossing the language barrier into the English-speaking world. In France, if you are expecting a baby, you might well take prenatal sophrology classes. If your child is experiencing exam anxiety, if you have to do public speaking or are getting panic attacks, or suffer from a phobia, fibromyalgia, tinnitus, burnout, or cancer, you might well consult a sophrologist. If you want to enhance the quality of your sleep or just want to improve your energy levels and experience more joie de vivre, you would consult a sophrologist. And you can find one practicing in almost every town in France.


You can join a local sophrology class or enrol on a teacher-training program if you’re in one of the big cities in France. You can go on sophrology workshops and retreats, and subscribe to various sophrology magazines. It’s huge. Even some ambulance crews use it.


Until recently there were no books on sophrology in English and no practitioners, but that’s changing, and in the last few years three women have pioneered sophrology’s long overdue arrival in the English-speaking world. Dominique Antiglio, Florence Parot, and Dorna Revie have all been instrumental in getting the word out about sophrology in the English-speaking world, and you can read about their work in the Learning More section (see page 139).


I began researching sophrology when I was looking for a way to include an awareness and use of the body in my psychotherapy practice. I had been working with clients for years using “talking therapy”—mainly psychosynthesis—and I felt the need for more inspiration and more ways to bring in the whole person, including the body. As a French speaker who has spent a lot of time in France, I had known about sophrology for years, but had never explored it. As soon as I began to learn about what sophrology does and how it works, I became fascinated. It brought together my interests in psychology and spirituality, in meditation, and in the wisdom of Buddhism and Zen.


[image: images]


Originally developed by doctors, sophrology is grounded in scientific understanding, but also includes an appreciation of the spiritual dimension. I began training in sophrology, and found that it quickly introduced more energy and calm into my life. Then, in a training week held up in the Swiss mountains with Dorna Revie, I did an exercise that completely cured me of my fear of swimming. And it only took 15 minutes. When I was a few years old, I had fallen in a pond and almost drowned. I contracted a life-threatening infection that landed me in the Great Ormond Street Children’s Hospital, in London, for a week. I have a beautiful memory from that time of being taken out onto the balcony one night in the arms of a nurse who showed me the night sky. It still makes me feel warm and loved when I think of that moment. But, despite this, my experience of falling in the pond had created an aversion to swimming, and I would sometimes panic if I ever got out of my depth when I did go in the water. Nowadays, I swim twice a week, more if I can manage it. I’d swim every day if I had the time. And it was that one short sophrology exercise which I carried out in Switzerland that fixed the problem. This clinched it for me. I completed my teacher training and now include sophrology in my work with both individuals and groups.


HOW DOES SOPHROLOGY WORK?


Practicing sophrology simply involves carrying out certain exercises, and the beauty of it is that these exercises take just a few minutes to perform. So, however busy your life is, you can incorporate them into your daily routine. And although you will probably feel their effects from the first time you try them, the secret is to keep doing them. Like so many skills in life, it is through repetition that you gain the most benefit.


If you want to use sophrology as a method of self-development that optimizes your health and sense of well-being—as you might use, say, meditation or yoga—there is a set sequence of exercises that takes you through various levels of accomplishment. Alternatively, if you want to use sophrology to address a specific issue or challenge, such as recovering from burnout, enhancing your creativity or performance in the arts or sport, managing pain, improving your sleep, or preparing for childbirth, then you simply work with those exercises that will work best in your particular case. This book provides exercises for specific issues and also gets you started on practicing sophrology as a way of enhancing your overall sense of happiness and well-being.
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Learning sophrology from a book used to be hard because you really need to be able to see the details of the specific exercises you are carrying out and, although verbal instructions can be included in a book, it can be hard to follow them when you are supposed to have your eyes closed. Thankfully, due to the Internet, this limitation no longer exists, and instructions in a book can be supported with audios and films, which is how this guide can act like your own personal sophrologist.


The exercises in this book are easy to follow, and we’ve also created audio-visual instructions that you can access online. Just look for the symbol above beside an exercise, which indicates that the instructions can also be seen or heard on www.sophrologyguide.com.


Always read through the whole exercise before starting, so you know what you’ll be doing. Later, if you like how sophrology makes you feel and you want to take it further, you can find a group or an individual sophrology coach for one-on-one sessions. You could also take a workshop, go on a retreat, or follow an online course. You might even want to train as a sophrologist yourself. Find out more in the Resources section on page 138.










What is Sophrology?


Sophrology is a mind-body training system, a therapy that helps to increase your sense of well-being and confidence, and relieve you of stress and anxiety. It can be used to alleviate various forms of suffering, but also to optimize your life and develop your potential: to improve academic performance or your performance in sports or the arts. Many people also use sophrology as a way of deepening their experience of being alive, in the same way that people use meditation, mindfulness, or yoga as an ongoing discipline to improve the quality of their life. At its heart sophrology offers a path of self-knowledge and the development of your potential that can transform your life.


The term sophrology literally means “the study or science of harmonious consciousness.” The word is derived from three Greek words: sos (harmonious, serene), phren (consciousness), and logos (study, science). The inspiration for the term comes from the literature and philosophy of Ancient Greece. Writers such as Homer, Sophocles, and Euripides exalted the virtue of sophrosyne, which indicated a healthy mind and “excellence of character.” The philosopher Heraclitus saw this as the “greatest virtue,” while Plato discussed it through the character of Charmides who embodied charm and gracefulness. We have no word for sophrosyne in any modern language, but the term is derived from the word sophron, meaning “sound of mind and prudent.” It suggests a bringing together (syne) of the qualities of wisdom (sophia). Just as the Ancient Greeks symbolized wisdom in the form of the goddess Sophia, so Sophrosyne was regarded as a goddess too. Sophrosyne brings together all the qualities of the ideal person, uniting a “healthy mind in a healthy body,” with charm and grace, integrity, moderation, harmony, and humility. A nice ideal to aim for!
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WHO CREATED SOPHROLOGY?


Sophrology was created by neuropsychiatrist Professor Alfonso Caycedo (1932–2017). Born in Bogotá, Colombia, and of Spanish-Basque origin, Caycedo moved to Spain to study medicine. He became a doctor of medicine and surgery, specializing in psychiatry and neurology, and eventually a Professor in the School of Psychiatry at the University of Barcelona’s Faculty of Medicine.
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Caycedo began his career as a psychiatrist, being asked to administer electro-shock treatments and insulin-induced comas to patients. Since altering their consciousness was deemed so important, why, he asked, did psychiatry not study consciousness? He had dissected corpses for many hours during his training, but no time had been devoted to a study of consciousness. Concerned by the severity of the treatments he was administering, and sensing that a study of consciousness could provide a key to unlocking the secrets of the mind, Caycedo created a discipline that focused on this study and on research into methods for balancing and harmonizing consciousness. He wanted to develop ways of helping his patients, often depressed or traumatized, lead happy and fulfilling lives with the minimum of drug or psychiatric interventions. He began by studying clinical hypnosis and different methods of relaxation. Combining ideas from these studies, including Edmund Jacobson’s (1888–1983) system of progressive muscle relaxation and Johannes Schultz’s (1884–1970) autogenic training, which includes the power of visualization to help you relax, Caycedo developed the first methods unique to sophrology. In December 1960, he opened the Department of Sophrology and Psychosomatic Medicine at Madrid’s Santa Isabel Hospital. Three years later, he married a French yoga enthusiast and moved to Switzerland to study and work with the famous psychiatrist Ludwig Binswanger (1881–1966), a colleague of Sigmund Freud, and founder of the School of Phenomenological Psychiatry. This approach to the human mind focuses on subjective experience, attempts to avoid imposing outside interpretations on it, and lies at the root of the person-centered and humanistic psychotherapies. It was also a major influence on the development of sophrology.


From 1965, Caycedo and his wife spent two years visiting India and Japan. In India he met many yogis and swamis, studying with them and interviewing them. He paid many visits to the ashram of Swami Sivananda in Rishikesh by the Ganges, getting to know Swamis Krishnananda, Saradananda, and Nadabrahmananda, among others. A few years later, in 1968, Rishikesh would hit the headlines when the Beatles visited the ashram located there of the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi to learn Transcendental Meditation.


The Caycedos also traveled to other parts of India, visiting ashrams and sacred places. They met Swami Satchidananda, and at the ashram of Sri Aurobindo the psychologist Indra Sen (1903–1994) organized talks in which Caycedo was able to explain sophrology and his interest in yogic techniques. He met the Dalai Lama and studied Tibetan Buddhist meditation practices. The Caycedos then traveled to Japan and studied Zen in several monasteries.




DYNAMIC RELAXATION


This is a structured method that uses simple postures and physical movement, combined with attention to breathing and awareness, to relax the body and mind deeply, while also introducing a sense of vitality and stimulating cognitive functions, such as memory, imagination, and concentration. Inspired by yoga, Buddhism, Zen, neuroscience, and phenomenology, it offers a path of self-development as well as specific methods for improving our well-being.





On his return, Caycedo incorporated ideas and techniques he had learned, so that sophrology became a system that he described as “Dynamic Relaxation.” His genius lay in synthesizing all that he had discovered to create a simple and effective form of training. He, with the support of fellow doctors, combined the discoveries of modern Western medicine and psychology with tried-and-tested methods for healthy living drawn from the ancient wisdom traditions of the East. The result, as you will discover, is elegantly simple and effective.
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Sophrology at the Olympics


While Caycedo was traveling in the East, a Swiss dentist, Dr Raymond Abrezol, started using his training in sophrology to help a tennis buddy improve his game. This proved so successful that he began helping another friend improve his skiing. By 1967, he was training four ski champions for the Grenoble Olympic Games. Three won medals in the Games the following year, and they were the only Swiss to receive any. The press got hold of the story, the word was out, and Dr Abrezol was asked to train the whole national team for future seasons. In the 1972 Olympic Games, Switzerland won 10 medals, including four gold, as a result. By now, Dr Abrezol was training athletes in many sports—sailing, boxing, cycling, golf—and during his career he managed to help athletes win over 200 Olympic medals.


The result of these successes was that sophrology took off in the French-speaking world—France, Belgium, Switzerland—and Dr Abrezol began running training programs that attracted many influential doctors and sports coaches. The success and popularity of sophrology for sports coaching led the way for the development of training institutes and the application of sophrology in many fields, including education and management, and stimulated the development of sophrology within its initial area of interest, medicine: to help improve our physical and mental health and our quality of life.







CHAPTER 1


How Sophrology Can Help You


Try It Yourself


The Six Building Blocks of Sophrology


The Miracle of Neuroplasticity


Sophrology is “Mindfulness Plus”
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Try It Yourself


Let’s start straightaway with a couple of exercises to give you a feel for how sophrology might be able to help you. We will then look in more detail at what exactly this system is, how it was developed, and how it works. Try the following exercise to bring more awareness into what and how much you decide to eat:


DEVELOPING YOUR POWER TO CHOOSE


[image: images] Don’t rush this! It only takes a few minutes, but give it plenty of time and allow yourself to focus completely on what you are doing.


1    Tense all the muscles you can in your body, and then release that tension. Now breathe in through your nose. Hold your breath and, as you do so, scrunch up your muscles again. When you can’t keep your breath in any longer, let it all out through your mouth as you release the tension in your muscles. You might like to make some noise as you do this—a big sigh perhaps!


2    Let your breathing and body settle down for a few moments, then close your eyes and imagine you are looking at two plates of food. One plate has food that you sometimes eat, but you know is not good for you—perhaps French fries and a burger—and there’s also too much on it. The other has healthy food, like a salad, and in just the right quantity. Imagine you are very deliberately choosing this one as your meal. You move the other plate out of the way and bring the salad plate toward you. Imagine enjoying eating the salad. Sense your body feeling well-nourished. Now for the most important part of this exercise: notice how your body is reacting. What physical sensations do you notice? When you are ready to finish, let the image fade and open your eyes.





How was that? Now try this next exercise. It will help to develop your powers of imagination and your ability to focus and concentrate. If you find it hard to “see” anything, don’t worry. If you do this a few times over the coming days, you’ll find it’s like discovering a muscle that you didn’t know you had—and you’ll get better at it.
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DEVELOPING YOUR ABILITY TO VISUALIZE AND IMAGINE


[image: images] Notice how you are feeling in this moment, both physically and emotionally, and then close your eyes so you can concentrate on yourself better.


1    Tense all the muscles you can and then release that tension. Now breathe in through your nose. Hold your breath and, as you do so, scrunch up all your muscles. When you can’t keep your breath in any longer, let it all out through your mouth as you release the tension with a sigh. Let your breathing and body settle down for a few moments.


2    Now imagine you are looking at any color. Your mental screen is just one color: a wall of color. Now put an object in the center of the screen. It doesn’t matter what it is. No hurry, just take your time. Enjoy playing with the ability of your mind to generate images.


3    Now move around the object. Look at it from behind and above, from one side, then the other. Don’t worry about how well you can do this, or how clear or realistic the image is. If you feel you can’t really see anything, just pretend and imagine you can.


4    Now imagine reaching out and touching the object. Notice to what degree you can feel its surfaces and contours. When you’re ready to finish, let the image fade. Take a few moments to let your mind settle and clear, notice how your body is feeling, then slowly stretch your fingers and toes. Open your eyes. How would you describe the difference between how you felt before and after the exercise?


Afterthoughts: Hopefully you sensed some changes in how you felt after doing these exercises. The differences were probably slight—perhaps you felt a little more relaxed or a bit calmer. But they offer a glimpse into what is possible if you start to make use of sophrology. They give you a hint of how it works—with breath, movement, and images—in ways that over time can radically improve your sense of well-being. With the first exercise you might have felt a little excited as you realized that if you can incorporate a sense of choice into decisions, such as how you approach meals, you might be able to change other habitual patterns of behavior. The second exercise helps you to harness the power of the imagination, which you can then use to transform your everyday life. You might have sensed how interesting it is that you can literally “exercise” your imagination and how much creative potential is waiting to be released from inside you.





The Six Building Blocks of Sophrology


Sophrology exercises are created using six basic building blocks, which can be combined in all sorts of ways, depending on your needs:
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USING BREATHING IN SOPHROLOGY


[image: images]


Directly inspired by yoga, sophrology uses conscious controlled breathing as one of its methods. This helps to decrease stress and regulate the body’s level of cortisol, the stress hormone. Research shows that this can strengthen our immune system, reduce our experience of pain, enhance our ability to regulate our emotions, improve our sleep, and lower anxiety. Sophrology uses different breathing exercises that vary the rhythm and the pathways used (i.e. the nose or mouth).


Most of the time, when doing the exercises, you won’t need to change your breathing—just breathe naturally and effortlessly. But when specifically instructed to breathe in a certain way, it is best to breathe in through the nostrils and out through the mouth. If this is not possible, then breathe in the way that works best for you. And, when instructed to breathe deeply, breathe in deeply into the belly area, if you can (see Diaphragmatic or Belly Breathing, on page 52).





Let’s try an exercise, so that you can experience how these six building blocks can be combined in short but effective ways.


THE TREE EXERCISE


[image: images] This exercise usually takes about 5 minutes, but feel free to take as long as you like to complete it. Before you start, make sure to have a chair directly behind you. This should be the sort of chair you would find in the kitchen or dining room—not an armchair, which will be too low.


1    Stand up in front of the chair. Notice how you are feeling in this moment, such as calm or tense, tired or wide awake, then have a good stretch and close your eyes. Run your attention quickly down your body from the top of your head to your feet, as if scanning your body with your awareness: scalp, eyes, nose, mouth, chin, neck, shoulders, chest and upper back, tummy and lower back, hips, thighs, legs, feet.
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