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PRAISE FOR KAREN GABLER AND SUSTAINABLE BODY

Mary Kay K., registered nurse/holistic health professional

Sustainable Body is one of the most intelligent and commonsense explanations and demonstrations of the cause of pain and dysfunction. The method gives me the tools to feel better and the support to make much needed, life-affirming lifestyle changes…. Pure genius.

Margot C., musician/performer

What I love about Karen’s Sustainable Body method is that it’s highly effective and the exercises are so enjoyable that I actually want to do them. My body likes them. I feel an “ahhh” of relief when I begin and a “hmmm” of new energy when I finish. They don’t take a lot of time, and they work to strengthen me and give me a feeling of well-being for the day. My chronic shoulder pain is reduced or eliminated.

Erin C., critical care nurse

I have noticed that the Sustainable Body routine helps my body work through traumas and achieve a deeper healing than what I had thought possible. Never have I experienced relief that is so profound, lasting, and thorough.

Krista Q., yoga instructor/wellness coach

I came to Karen because I had been experiencing chronic pain radiating from my low back to my hips for years. [I] had seen chiropractors, orthopedics, and physical therapists with fragmented success…. [Karen] guides you with a combination of techniques and innate intuition toward an intrinsic alignment of body, mind, and spirit. Months later, I can return to pain-free or close-to- it activity using Karen’s Sustainable Body method.

Fran W., photographer/author/professional gardener

I have learned so much about how the human body works, thanks to Karen. Her visual images and cues have helped me to understand the importance of fascia, hydration, and the body’s ability to support itself using this misunderstood component of our essential core.

Linda K., camp owner/professional pianist

I had debilitating pain … in my foot, and my walking was increasingly compromised. I saw a podiatrist and then a surgeon. Both had a bleak outlook. Karen was optimistic from the start. She worked with the domes of my body, analyzed my gait, and worked at the level of the fascia. I am still amazed that I have regained normal walking ability with little or no discomfort. I can use the elliptical and do floor exercises again. I can take walks and do all the activities I had been forced to give up. I am delighted with this outcome, which is so different from my doctors’ pessimistic opinions.

Jerry M., associate professor of engineering

After many restorative sessions in Karen’s knowing hands, I am finally doing, at age sixty-eight, what my mother had always told me to do. I am beginning to stand up straight, and I am happy to say that I feel comfortable when I do.

Erica C., PhD student, mother of three

After several years of chronic back pain I had gotten used to viewing my body as problematic. Working with Karen I found a way to reconnect with the inherent strength and wisdom of my body. For the first time, I experience my body as a healthy, whole unit, not as separate problem areas. The Sustainable Body roller routine serves as a daily reminder to reconnect, stabilize, and strengthen my inner core, and when I miss a few days I notice the difference.

PRAISE FROM PRACTITIONERS

Laura H., massage therapist, polarity therapist, Zero Balancer, movement educator

[Sustainable Body] empowers people to take charge of their bodies and make new, informed choices for healthier daily habits. What I continue to learn is that bodywork alone, as potent and healing as it can be, can sometimes generate only temporary change. If we can also identify and work with movement habits that are creating discomfort and dysfunction, day after day, and develop new patterns of moving that draw upon the body’s innately intelligent design, we amplify the possibility of lasting change. This kind of “redesigning” of the body is exactly what Karen does in her work. [Sustainable Body] bridges bodywork and movement work in new and skillful ways that facilitate an experience of strength, connection, and wholeness.

Megan G., yoga instructor/dancer

The tangible clarity Karen brings to the understanding of our miraculous bodies, with her elegant explanations and user-friendly exercises, is revelatory to all who it enlightens. Add to that, she is a gifted healer who walks her talk. I personally can’t wait to use her book as a reference and tool in my work as a full-time yoga instructor.

Joy F., fitness instructor

[Sustainable Body] is an invaluable resource for fitness professionals such as myself, whose job it is to keep up on the latest trends, teachings, and discoveries. Thanks to Karen, I now more fully understand the interconnectivity and fluidity of the human body and I can pass this on to my clients through improved cueing and explanation. Karen’s body of work is important for all of us: yoga teachers, fitness instructors, and all of those dedicated to living their best lives.

Cynthia W., Ortho-Bionomy practitioner/instructor

What I love about Karen’s work is that it is a unique creation that allows for strength and support in the body without overworking muscles. The work comes from a place of ease that accounts for an individual’s posture and looks deeply into the body, taking its foundation from the breath.

Deborah R., PhD, psychologist

As a psychologist who also treats trauma patients from a mind-body perspective, I’ve learned a great deal both personally and professionally from Karen’s work. At times, it has been extremely uncomfortable emotionally and physically, but I now understand this is part of clearing out the effects of trauma on many different levels in the hopes of repatterning the muscles, fascia, and nervous system itself.
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Author’s Note

This book presents a point of view and is not meant to be a complete analysis of the role of fascia or its role in pathology. This book combines my thirty-plus years of a hands-on therapy practice working with the bones, fascia, and movement to help myself and my clients embrace the body’s brilliant design. This design supports our posture, movements, and our overall health. I would like to share with you my fascination with the alignment of bones, muscles, and fascia and how movement brings them all together. With this fascination, I share with you the role of fascia and the new research on fascia that is helping us understand its importance. The more we understand fascia, the more we can understand its holistic nature. The more we use new imagery that shows us our bodies as whole, interconnected webs of relationships between the parts, we can embrace the wisdom of the architecture within us.

These practices are not intended to replace the services of your physician or provide an alternative to any medical treatment. To reduce the risk of injury, please consult with your doctor before beginning this or any exercise program.




To Katherine, who continually teaches me about unconditional love.

To Gabriel, who continually teaches me about letting go.


Foreword

In this book, Your Body’s Brilliant Design, Karen Gabler brings together her thirty-plus years of experience as a hands-on bodyworker, movement educator, yoga practitioner, and teacher to share cutting-edge information and innovative techniques for treating chronic pain. In Karen’s book, the lay reader will find an easily comprehensible language along with new images of the human body that will give readers a deeper understanding of the internal architecture of the body and how to move within it with grace and ease. With keen perception and refined anatomical knowledge, Karen brings a precise lens to the inner mechanisms of the body’s deepest core and how to use it in everyday life.

I first met Karen through Tom Myers, an advanced Rolfer, who remapped the body’s connective tissue, the fascia, into what is now called Anatomy Trains. Her study of fascia, a critically important aspect of human anatomy that has been neglected, opens our eyes to this new paradigm.

Karen and I crossed paths again in a training with Judith Aston, an advanced Rolfer and a brilliant movement educator. We worked together in one of Judith’s dyads in which we were taught how to tie our shoes so that the foot can be used for walking in a more optimal way. We found that we shared a common interest and curiosity about the body and how it works. Karen continued to explore and synthesize the foundational support the feet bring to our upright structures, which she shares in this book. Another concept we learned from Judith was how to lengthen the spine in sitting. With Karen’s unique lens, she teaches us where in the body this length can be found as well as how to use it.

Karen has created a new marriage of fascia, bones, and movement encompassed under a spiritual umbrella. I have received her work and recommend it to people so they can explore the inner core. Instead of focusing on the outer core or outer sleeve of the body only, Karen’s work draws us into the more subtle sensations of the inner core, which begins in the feet, runs up the inseam of the legs, through the pelvis, torso, neck, and head.

Bodyworkers talk about the legs as part of our upright posture, and how the legs are two cylinders, the right and left legs are like hemispheres that continue all the way up to the shoulders. When we look at our clients, we often see them rolled in toward the center line on the vertical axis. After a session with Karen, I could feel these two cylinders being oiled from the legs all the way up to the shoulders. My fascia felt lubricated, which allowed the bones of my skeleton to move in or out freely and in a more efficient way. Her warm touch, welcoming demeanor, and anatomical curiosity allows a client to participate in an active, yet meditative way.

I thank Karen for coming up with this beautiful book, which synthesizes complex anatomical knowledge in such an easy and pleasurable way. She acquaints us with important information about the fascial body that until now had been missing. Not only does she introduce us to the inner architecture of the fascial body, but she also gives people a program they can follow to establish and sustain this inner knowing of the body. This book is a bridge into the new paradigm for relieving chronic pain.

—Yaron Gal Carmel, LCMT, senior faculty at the Kinesis School of Structural Integration


Introduction:
My Journey into Movement and Stillness

The body and how it moves has always fascinated me. From an early age, movement has been the avenue through which I take in information about the world, learn how to be in it, and take a stand in it. When I was five, my mother signed me up for dance lessons in tap, toe, and ballet. By age seven I was on pointe shoes. In addition to dance, I spent hours in the woods behind my childhood home. One vivid memory I have is of watching water spiders glide over the surface of the babbling brook. I was mesmerized by how effortlessly they moved as their little legs were suspended and yet grounded on the rippling water surface. How did they do that? I would try to copy them as I jumped from rock to rock without falling into the water.

Movement always brought me joy. I trusted my body, so I would take risks. When I was seven, my sister and I were exploring in the woods behind our home. In a clearing, we came upon a large dam with a drop of forty or fifty feet. The dividing line between the calm river with the current swirling as it hit the dam and the steep drop where the water came crashing down onto rocks below was a narrow, concrete ridge. I looked at that ridge and wondered what it would be like to walk across it to the other side. My sister was scared and wanted to turn back, but I wanted to take the challenge. I lowered myself carefully down onto that narrow precipice. Looking down the steep slope of falling water, I realized that if I fell, I likely would not survive. Or if I did, the fall would be serious. I had to balance and trust my body. With focus, determination, and the exhilaration of fear, I walked across to the other side. This brought me the thrill of accomplishment. Once I had done it, my sister followed. We never told our parents what we had done. Now that I am a parent, I think it is better that they did not know.

Finding Stillness

When I was in college, I learned to balance my love of movement with stillness. The stillness I had found being in the woods as a child was now replaced with learning Transcendental Meditation. After college, I lived and worked in Australia and then began a yearlong journey around the world alone with a backpack, no itinerary, and a large dose of courage. At one point along the journey, I landed in India. While there, I was led to a ten-day silent Vipassana meditation retreat in the same location the Buddha himself had been enlightened more than 2,500 years ago. Under the guidance of one of the foremost teachers in the lineage of this kind of meditation, I learned to sit still and observe the constantly moving sensations in my body in order to clear my mind. This retreat was extremely challenging for me. To sit still without moving was, at times, excruciating. Little did I know that I was in the process of observing the theme of my life: movement and stillness in the body.

Discovering Bodywork

After a year of teaching in Australia, a year of world travel, and several years editing textbooks in large publishing houses in Boston, my life hit a huge bump. Something was off; I was out of sync with myself. To help me navigate this bumpy road, I started seeing a Jungian therapist. As part of my therapy, she suggested I get some hands-on therapy, or bodywork. I took her advice.

The first practitioner I saw for a hands-on bodywork session was a gifted Alexander Technique teacher. The Alexander Technique is a practical method that uses awareness to reeducate the body’s neuromuscular system. One can learn to use this overall awareness, to let go of tension patterns and create new patterns of ease. This practitioner had me lie on her massage table as she worked. I had no idea what she was doing with her hands, but whatever it was, I felt transformed. I got up from the table after the session with a sensation of lightness, expansion, and ease. All the rocky bumps in my life looked different from my new body’s perspective. My curiosity was piqued.

My therapist then recommended I see another practitioner of hands-on therapy. This person practiced a modality called Zero Balancing. Zero Balancing is a hands-on body–mind therapy that uses skilled touch to address the relationships between energy and structure within the body. The practitioner uses his/her hands to create points of balance in specific bones and joints around which the body can relax and reorganize. Its objective is to help a person’s system rebalance in order to promote greater health and well-being. Under this practitioner’s skilled hands, a profound thing happened to me. During this one session, my body went from being all disjointed and disconnected to being connected into an effortless alignment from the inside out. I stood up from the table feeling solid, rooted, aligned, and suspended simultaneously. My life and its many problems looked different from this aligned place.

From these two hands-on therapy experiences, I knew I wanted to learn how to use touch to create this feeling in the body and share it with others. My life took a dramatic turn. I did not know it then, but I had found my life’s passion: how to use conscious touch to align the whole body, mind, and spirit.

Learning Bodywork

My journey into the world of practicing hands-on therapy began with learning Zero Balancing, the technique that had helped me experience such profound alignment. Zero Balancing was developed by Fritz Frederick Smith, MD, in the early 1970s. It addresses the whole skeleton by focusing on specific foundation joints in the pelvis, spine, hips, and feet that are designed to provide stability and transmit forces through the body. Unlike freely movable joints, such as the elbow or shoulder joints that are mostly used for movement and locomotion, foundation joints have a small range of motion and depend on the quality of the ligaments within them for balance and ease of movement. When foundation joints are stuck, the body’s whole musculoskeletal system goes out of balance. We are not aware that this is happening. Instead of correcting themselves, these joints remain stuck and the body starts to compensate around the imbalance. Following a protocol that typically lasts thirty to forty-five minutes, the Zero Balancing practitioner uses his/her hands to evaluate these joints for tissue-held tension, joint play, and quality of motion, and then treats them by utilizing finger pressure and gentle traction to balance the joints. When these joints are balanced, formerly stuck physical, mental, and spiritual issues can be released and new patterns of alignment and balance from deep within the body’s structure can emerge.

A colleague described a Zero Balancing session this way: “It is a massage with your clothes on, therapy without talking, and an altered state without meditation or mind-altering substances.” Zero Balancing has had profound effects on my alignment, my health, and my healing.

By studying Zero Balancing directly with Dr. Fritz Smith himself and his protégé, Jim McCormick, I have learned that skilled touch, perhaps the oldest and still most reliable healing modality we possess, can be used to create motion and stillness in the body in a gentle, unobtrusive way. When motion and stillness are balanced, there is a natural extension into the body and the mind that allows healing and more optimal physical, emotional, and spiritual health.

My study of Zero Balancing led me to massage school, which gave me traditional training in anatomy and physiology. As I was being trained and licensed to practice massage therapy, a guest lecturer came to our school and introduced me to the concept of fascia. Fascia is the body’s seamless web of connective tissue that weaves in and throughout muscles, bones, organs, and cells. Just as I was drawn to how the skeleton connects as a whole, I was drawn to fascia and how it connects the whole body. Yet my anatomy and physiology textbooks from massage school did not show this tissue. I wanted to know more about this responsive, adaptable tissue and how it creates our alignment and posture.

Once I graduated from massage school, I delved into Structural Integration training, which came out of the lineage of Dr. Ida Rolf.1 Fascia is very strong and very flexible, yet at the time of Dr. Rolf it was not even considered as a tissue that determined the structure of the body. Bone-setting (osteopathy and chiropractic) was the only treatment for structure that was thought to be effective. Because of Rolf’s work, people began to view the body differently. Dr. Rolf taught us that the fascia holds the alignment and the posture of the body.

One of Dr. Rolf’s first students, psychologist Dr. Bill Williams, expanded Rolfing to include the psychological implications of changes in the fascia; he called the practice SOMA Neuromuscular Integration. By studying these techniques, I learned how to align the fascia using Structural Integration principles from Dr. Rolf and how to support my clients in those changes using the psychological principles of Dr. Williams.

Fascial Release

Working with connective tissue or fascia takes different training and skills than working with muscles, as is done in massage. In order to manually remodel the connective tissue, the practitioner needs to use a different style of contact, or deep touch, called fascial release. Fascia is made up of strong collagen fibers and a matrix of ground substance that is malleable. The ground substance is like gelatin. Gelatin gets solid and hard when you put it in the refrigerator, and it gets soft and liquid when you heat it up. The ground substance in fascia gets hard and thick when it is under strain, but gets soft and liquid with deep touch and multi-vector movement. When this deep touch is applied with a specific direction, pressure, and speed, the ground substance melts into a more liquid state and the collagen fibers lengthen and slide over each other more easily. Fascia that has been deformed by injury, surgery, poor posture, or disuse can be released and remodeled. Using touch and stretch, the new dynamically fluid environment enables the muscles, ligaments, tendons, bones, nerves, and even individual cells within the fascial system to realign and reset themselves.

Discovering the Body’s Core

As I incorporated my skills in touching bone with my skills in touching fascia into my private sessions, my work expanded. I was led to a new teacher in the world of fascia, Thomas Myers, who developed an all-encompassing map of the fascial web.2 Myers mapped the fascial web into twelve myofascial meridians (vertical lines of fascia and muscles) that help us understand how the fascia is connected, and how it is used for movement.3 This work dramatically changed my perspective on how I looked at the body.

Imagine the individual myofascial meridians as three-dimensional sets of muscles and connective tissues that form the entire volume of the musculoskeletal system. The first three lines run more or less straight up and down the body—front, back, and sides. Several other lines wind through and across the first three lines, affecting movement and posture directly or indirectly. One myofascial meridian especially caught my attention: the Deep Front Line. This line, running from the arches of the feet to the crown of the head, is the deepest and takes up more volume and space in the body than any of the other lines. Its counterpart, the Deep Back Line,4 also begins in the arches of the feet and runs up the legs, but then departs from the Deep Front Line and runs up the back of the body. It seems likely that these fascial guidewires form the Vertical Core of the body that allows our posture to be effortless.

When these fascial guidewires are not in balance, this is the perfect storm for chronic pain to develop. By restoring the proper function of and connection to this deep fascia using touch, breath, and movement, many issues of chronic pain can be treated and resolved, and many issues can be prevented.

Back to Movement

Movement is key to integrating the changes made in the bones and the fascia. While the hands-on bodywork can help you discover your deep inner core alignment, it is movement that will help you embody that alignment in everyday life.

Finding your Vertical Core alignment is not about being in a particular held posture, like sitting up straight with shoulders back. Your Vertical Core is found through a process of working with the natural curves of the spine and involves letting go of habitual movement patterns and listening to what feels effortless. We cannot “think” ourselves into better posture. We need to feel the effortlessness of good posture to make it sustainable. I began to experiment with how to make a connection between dynamic stability and elastic movement to find a user-friendly way for you to embody the Vertical Core and sustain a new posture more consciously. I call this Sustainable Body.

Growing Sustainable Body

Sustainable Body Training grew out of an understanding that stuck, tense fascia, especially at the foundation and semi-foundation joints, can be realigned and rehydrated and that breath and movement can sustain that alignment and hydration. Many fascial fitness methods5 address the importance of hydrating fascia. But they do not address alignment through the holistic lens of this deep fascial core that is integral to a Sustainable Body.

In addition to keeping the fascia healthy and fit, you must understand how to keep connected with its natural alignment and balance. I discovered that by lying on a 36-inch soft foam roller, I could make the necessary neurofascial connections to the Vertical Core and the center of gravity in my body efficiently and relatively quickly.

I decided to do an experiment. I stopped my yoga practice, weight training, and running. Instead, I continued my walking and lying on the soft roller, practicing the specific movements that activated the center of gravity through breath and the Vertical Core fascial guidewires. I did this for seven months straight. I began to teach the routine to my clients and in workshops, and people noticed that it made a difference in their strength and alignment.

One day, I went kayaking with a friend who was an avid athlete. I had not been kayaking for a couple of years. When I lifted the kayak into the water, I was struck by how light it felt. We headed out to the ocean and came upon a narrow passageway between two rocks. I steered my kayak between the rocks and realized the current was stronger than I expected. I focused on using my center of gravity and the Vertical Core guidewires I had been training into my body on the roller. My lower body was connected to its center of gravity, and my upper body felt squarely on top of the lower body because it felt connected through the vertical guidewires. I navigated through the rocks and came out on the other side. My friend was impressed by how well I had done. I realized how strong and centered I felt; I was using the power of my fascia and transmitting forces through it more efficiently than I ever had before. I knew I was onto something!

The synthesis of my knowledge of bones, fascia, and movement has grown into what I call Sustainable Body Training. This method is based on how the new anatomy of fascia connects every single part of the body into a whole. It combines:

1)   my knowledge of bones and aligning the skeleton at the key foundational joints that balance the whole skeleton and connect it to the body’s energetic core;

2)   my knowledge of fascial release and aligning the whole fascial web by connecting to the body’s deep myofascial core; and

3)   how to use breath and subtle balancing movements to embody this alignment.

It is my premise that if you focus on connecting to the center of gravity in the pelvis with breath, what I call the Core Hug (see Chapter 9), and activate the deep Vertical Core fascial guidewires with movement (see Chapter 10), your whole body reconnects to the architecture designed for alignment and suspension. You can create a new posture from within. When you reconnect to the body’s true core, you have an opportunity to rediscover the body’s brilliant design and how to use it to relieve chronic pain.
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