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To the memory of Ida P. Rolf for her contribution to the understanding of human bodies.

To the memory of Muhammad Subuh Sumohadiwidjojo for the gift of embodied spirituality.



BODY MANDALA
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“Mary Bond’s book Body Mandala is her latest compendium of self-guided somatic education tools. This book was well worth the wait. Mary has given us more than fifty years of her teachings, meticulously researched through her work with many clients and movement professionals. I cannot recommend this book highly enough. It is the perfect toolkit for anyone who wants to get rid of self-imposed limitations and discover new ways to move.”

STACY BARROWS, PT, 
DPT, GCFP, PMA-CPT, INVENTOR, AUTHOR OF THE 
SMARTROLLER GUIDE,
AND DIRECTOR OF CENTURY CITY 
PHYSICAL THERAPY

“Mary has the impressive ability to write clearly and succinctly while also drawing the reader to connect inside themselves using bodily sensing exercises, metaphor, and story. I was inspired to engage in each of the somatic exercises as I read through the chapters of Body Mandala; as I did so, I was reminded of how easy it is to ignore certain areas of the body and certain kinds of aches and imbalances. Mary’s somatic practices are simple yet take one to a deep place of inner attention. Engaging in the exercises, I was also reminded of the importance of taking the time to deeply perceive and lovingly care for this precious body. The practices in this book have profound implications for awareness and health.”

CYNTHIA PRICE, PH.D., 
LMT, RESEARCH PROFESSOR IN THE DEPARTMENT 
OF BIOBEHAVIORAL NURSING AT THE 
UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON AND DIRECTOR OF 
THE CENTER FOR MINDFUL BODY 
AWARENESS

“Mary Bond’s work is a light of clarity in the field of movement and embodiment. In Body Mandala she shares with the reader and practitioner an invitation to explore one’s knowing and being. Mary Bond is a living presence who has weaved her own experience, teaching, and knowledge into an exquisite work of art in embodiment. As such, her book is required curriculum in our Structural Integration program at the University of New Mexico–Taos. It is the foundational approach we use in our movement and embodiment training. Her book is an inspiration for the first-time layperson wanting to begin a practice in embodiment and teaches those with more experience in the field how to teach embodiment. She brings clear examples of fascial anatomy, creating ground and support through one’s system and open curiosity to explore oneself in living presence.”

KIRSTIE SEGARRA, PH.D.,
SOMATIC MEDICINE PRACTITIONER, DOCTOR OF INTEGRATIVE MEDICINE, 
AND BOARD CERTIFIED STRUCTURAL INTEGRATOR

“Depth. Clarity. Simplicity. These three words describe the magic of this book, which uncovers secrets of a life in which incarnation can become joyous. With a maturity that is rare in the study of gesture and in writing, Mary Bond makes it possible to take a path, which she maps out so well, to a movement practice that can beautify our lives.”

HUBERT GODARD, PH.D., 
ROLF MOVEMENT PRACTITIONER AND CERTIFIED 
ROLFER

“When artisans distill their lived experience into form, an unmistakable resonance happens. Whether the medium is the written word, a practice, a painting, really any act of creation, their lived experience sounds a gong within us. It evokes a quickening of sorts, an impulse to be more deeply embodied. Mary Bond is that sort of artisan: she has spent more than seven decades in a love affair with the lived experience of being in a body. We can feel and taste this extraordinary love infused in every word, idea, and practice in her book.”

BO FORBES, PSY.D.,
YOGA, MINDFULNESS, 
AND EMBODIMENT EDUCATOR AND AUTHOR OF YOGA
FOR EMOTIONAL BALANCE

“I view this book as a true investment in the journey to whole body health, an investment in body, mind, and future. The whole body concept introduces the new scientific foundation with related anatomy concepts and function in easy-to-digest language and order. Illustrations and video guide you into the related embodied movement skills. I gladly recommend Mary’s enlightening body of work for the movement professional and anyone in pursuit of a better body. A must-do book to always have by my side.”

MARIE-JOSÉ BLOM-LAWRENCE,
PILATES MASTER TEACHER, MOVEMENT EDUCATOR,
AND INTERNATIONAL PRESENTER

“Mary Bond has, once again, succeeded in showing us new ways to understand and practice healthy movement, this time including additional connections to our thoughts and psyche. Body Mandala stimulates my curiosity and gets me excited to apply the practices to my own work as a choreographer and dance educator.”

RUTH BARNES,
CHOREOGRAPHER, DANCER, AND PROFESSOR AND 
DANCE PROGRAM COORDINATOR AT MISSOURI STATE 
UNIVERSITY

“Body Mandala acts not only as a beautiful field guide to your body as a continuous whole, but also contains the kind of guided movement and awareness explorations that only a true master can articulate. In short, Mary Bond has written a book that is not only a cognitive game changer regarding how we understand our bodies but is also a somatic and experiential guide to coming deeply home to your own body.”

BROOKE THOMAS,
SOMATIC EDUCATOR
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EXPLORATIONS AND PRACTICES

Audio and Video Instruction

[image: image] To access the exercises shared in this book, please visit

audio.innertraditions.com/bodman

PART 1. Orienting

Stance and Structure

Sensations

Movement

Expression

1 Fascia: Organ of Embodiment

2 Grounding Your Experience

Rolling

Participatory Sensing

3 Sensing Space

Simple Spatial Awareness

Peripersonal Space Exploration

Moving from the Back of Your Head

Magnifying Your Back-Space

Practical Integration

Exploring Vision

4 Moving in Space

Simple Vectors

Expressive Vectors

Interoception 1.0

Vectoring from Your Perineal Point

Finding Bregma

Rolling to Sidesaddle

Rolling to Sidesaddle and Transition to Walking

PART 2. Deepening

5 Exercises for Interoception

Oscillations I

Find Your Rami

Find Your Lower Ribs

Find Your Upper Ribs

Find Your Atlanto-Occipital Joint

Oscillations II

6 Healthy Breathing

Breathing in Child’s Pose

Restful Breathing Meditation

7 Embodying Structure

Re-assess Your Stance

A Stabilization Scenario

8 Sentient Foundations

Interoceptive Hands Meditation

Interoceptive Feet Meditation

The Forefoot Dome

Self-Care Foot Massage

Foot and Spine Spirals I

Foot and Spine Spirals II

9 Your Spine Is Not a Column

Preparation for Sacrum Clock

Sacrum Clock

10 Tensegrity Tower

Curling into Hammock

Spine Drawers

Focusing

11 The Lid on Your Spine

Experience the Weight of Your Mandible

Maxillae/Mandible Breathing Meditation

Eyes in Your Spine I

Eyes in Your Spine II

Seated Cat Meditation

PART 3. Practicing

12 Embodying Tensegrity in Motion

Leonardo I

Leonardo II

Leonardos III and IV

13 Embodying Tensegrity in Stillness

Kneeling to Standing I

Kneeling to Standing II

Kneeling to Standing III

14 Everyday Embodiment

Domestic Bending

Preparation for Arms Meditation

Arms Meditation



FOREWORD

By Thomas Myers

Mary Bond is the genuine article. In the world of “bodywork,” a young science with a high turnover rate of “facts,” there are always fads arising and then fading, each of which contain a grain of truth, but lack sufficient coherence to endure.

The book you are holding is not part of a fad. It is deep, persuasive, well grounded, and poetic—not in the sense of being fanciful, but in the sense of resonance with the many levels on which a real life is lived.

In terms of our bodies, there are two trends afloat in the world today. On the one hand, advertising, convenience, and an increasingly automated society have produced an “inactivity crisis” that has increasingly separated humans from their “felt sense,” their kinesthetic awareness.

The poet Juvenal coined mens sana in corpore sano—a healthy mind needs a healthy body—back in the Roman times, but it applies today in spades. Too many of our children graduate high school knowing more about social media than they know about the most intimate and proximate tool they will ever have—their miraculous bodies. This leads to a loss not only of physical health and abilities but also mental alertness and intuitive skills. Not to mention lost days at work from avoidable injuries.

The opposing trend is the revivification of the body through movement, integrative manual therapy, and awareness practice. This trend is developing quickly but still involves only a small percentage of the population. When I was young, yoga was unheard of; now a wide variety of yoga styles are available in every town, nearly on every corner. Likewise, the advances in personal training, Pilates, Feldenkrais, dance, and a hundred other somatic practices.

Any movement is better than no movement, but better still is an inclusive movement program that runs—as this book does—from stillness (that is a movement, too) to vigorous exercise, with special attention to the daily “diet” of movement—walking, reaching, sitting, and lifting—that occupy most of us for most of the time.

That is what you will find here. Mary’s diverse and extensive experience allows her to navigate the complex topography of kinesthetic experience with a deft confidence. Neither the philosophy, insights, or exercises in this book will be replaced next year with some bright new thing—this book will stand the test of time.

Coupled with the electronic supplemental material that she has prepared, Mary’s new and long-awaited book, like a mandala, stretches out with applications in all the directions of your inner compass from the mundane to the extraordinary.

Your body is part of your spiritual life, as well as your biomechanical and bio-emotional life. “Occupying Your Body” is just as important (and more readily available) as occupying Wall Street. Fully inhabiting your body is a political and environmental act, not just a self-help health project.

Mary Bond’s practices are practical and expansive, specific and inclusive, well founded in biology, and yet touching the feeling sides where we all live. Awareness determines the quality of life, and Mary is a master facilitator of awareness.

Read the book—it is a joy—but more importantly, take on the practices Mary puts forward here.

THOMAS MYERS,
AUTHOR OF ANATOMY TRAINS 
CLARKS COVE, MAINE 
APRIL 2017

The originator of the Anatomy Trains Myofascial Meridians, Thomas Myers studied with Ida Rolf, Moshe Feldenkrais, and Buckminster Fuller, and with a variety of movement and manual therapy pioneers. His work is influenced by cranial, visceral, and intrinsic movement studies he made with European schools of osteopathy. An inveterate traveler, Tom has practiced integrative manual therapy for over forty years in a variety of clinical and cultural settings. Tom is the author of Anatomy Trains (2020, 4th ed), coauthor of Fascial Release for Structural Balance (2010, 2017), coauthor of Anatomy Trains in Motion Study Guide (2019), author of Body3, The Anatomist’s Corner, Structural Integration: Collected Articles, and BodyReading: Visual Assessment and the Anatomy Trains, and has also written extensively for Journal of Bodywork and Movement Therapies. He has also produced over twenty online learning courses with Anatomy Trains, and others in collaboration with various body-oriented professional groups. Tom lives and sails on the coast of Maine in the USA. Tom and his faculty conduct professional development courses and certification in Structural Integration worldwide.



PREFACE

It has been my experience that people who understand and respect their bodies tend to have an open and compassionate perspective on life. My mission, as a writer, teacher, and Rolfing Structural Integration practitioner is to help people further that understanding and respect. I believe that becoming more attuned to our body awareness affects the choices we make in relation to ourselves, to our fellow human beings, to our environment, and to our planet. My mission, then, is to contribute to humanity’s deeper embodiment.

This book shares harvest from my nearly fifty years’ involvement in various mind-body pursuits. It contains techniques, exercises, and ways of experiencing my body that I’ve learned from others or have developed myself, that I teach to clients and students, and that I practice for my own benefit. It’s my hope that these gleanings will benefit you as well—that they will help you fend off suggestions that your body is merely decorative or only a vehicle for your mind.

Conscious embodiment helps us become more perceptive beings. Body Mandala expresses my somatic philosophy—my belief that our bodies are the means for understanding the fundamental nature of existence. I see this philosophy as a way to help save our planet.

I hope that it will not take as long for you as it did for me to inhabit the glory of your body.
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INTRODUCTION

What Is a Body Mandala?


Embodiment as a Practice

I’ve been a student of the human body ever since putting on my ballet shoes at age six. In the beginning my interest was driven by aesthetics, by the wish to perform well and to appear attractive. Twenty years later, this interest led me to become a practitioner of Structural Integration, a form of bodywork developed by Ida P. Rolf, Ph.D., that is dedicated to restoring the body’s optimal posture and movement. As a bodyworker, I applied the knowledge I’d sought for my own benefit to help other people improve their postures and reduce posture-related pain.

In time, performing this service taught me that there is more to posture than meets the eye. Obvious in hindsight, but primed by my culture, it took a disconcertingly long time for this basic truth to sink in. Mainstream American culture, a powerful hypnotic force, is obsessed with bodily appearance. So, at the outset of my career, I focused on helping people stand straighter and move more gracefully. In time I saw that better posture and movement were not sustainable unless they became by-products of embodiment.

Embodiment is the process of awakening to the grace and wisdom of your 
body. Body awareness is the key to that awakening. Each of our bodies is a 
receptacle of precious and inimitable history, each one unique, and each one 
replete with exquisite sensory intelligence. Learning to tap into that 
intelligence changes how it feels to be alive. That difference in feeling 
transforms posture and movement.

Transforming your body involves an inner journey that is more like a meditation practice than a route you can plan with a GPS. Each person’s travels are unique. The map for your journey of embodiment is your body with all its activities—your sense of balance and alignment, your habitual movements, your perceptions, emotions, and attitudes.

Like a mandala, a visual image used to focus the mind in certain meditative disciplines, your body contains an intricate network of pathways and intersections that lead to your most loving and gracious sense of aliveness—to your best self. Your body, in and of itself, becomes your practice. Because your personal Body Mandala is always present, you can be engaged with it at any moment of your day. Such self-study may yield profound spiritual insights, help you manifest your talents, alert you to unbeneficial beliefs, and coach you to “be at your best” at any moment. It also improves your posture.

Any meditation practice increases your capacity to quiet the mental monologue that yanks awareness between past and future. The “be here now” message keeps finding new iterations as the Digital Age relentlessly pushes our attention out of the present and into the next moment, and the next, and the next. There is nothing more “here and now” than your own body. Building the habit of body awareness helps anchor you in the present.




Mandalas

The word “mandala” derives from an ancient Sanskrit word meaning “container of essence.” It commonly refers to a pattern of visual images that represents the relationship between our inner and outer worlds. Mandala designs are rendered in various media, including paint, cloth, and sand. In most traditions, a circle is bounded by a square with four entry points or “gates” that lead to a central image. The central figure represents the goal of the practice—self-realization or enlightenment.

Mandalas have appeared through many historical periods and in many cultures. All represent the human journey to self-understanding. In Hindu and Buddhist spiritual traditions, mandalas are used to focus attention during meditation. Christian symbols, such as halos and circular stained-glass windows, are similar to mandalas in both outer form and inner meaning—as guidance for the progression from the material world to the divine inner center. Judaism prohibits visual images of a deity but incorporates mandala-like concepts such as the Tree of Life centrally placed in the Garden of Eden. In Islam, the structure of the mosque can be seen as a mandala with the dome of the roof representing the heavens. Native American medicine wheels also embrace a mandala pattern.

In the modern era, psychoanalyst Carl Jung described the spontaneous circle drawings that both he and his patients made as mandalas. He believed the doodles were part of the process of harmoniously integrating one’s personality.
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REFLECTION

Good Morning, Sensei

Behind the closed door, Sensei begins his morning mantra. It’s uncanny how he knows my eyes have opened. He chants boldly for several refrains and then, thankfully, he pauses.

Lying spread-eagled, appreciating the quiet, I twist my torso and legs to one side and then the other, testing how it feels to be alive today.

Sensei, louder now, resumes his chanting: “Eeoooow. Meeooow!”

Apart from his fixation on food, my cat, Sensei, is a mellow soul. I chose his name—“Teacher”—to remind myself to surrender petty irritations like the sound of his voice. That’s easier some mornings than others. Today I’m rushing through the bathroom and onward through the house, my mental beeline on the cat food shelf. Only food will shut him up.

Stumbling into the kitchen, my body awareness is left behind on the bed. By ignoring the stiffness that is a natural result of eight hours of inactivity, I’ve succumbed to it. I shuffle my feet like a wooden old lady.

I know my body to be otherwise. As a septuagenarian I can forgive myself for being creaky in the morning. But I also know that moving stiffly—ambulating with the bare minimum of joints engaged—becomes a habit that can’t be blamed entirely on my bodily tissues. Habits take place in the brain. The more frequently I move stiffly, the more familiar and less optional that way of moving becomes.
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I can choose how I move. I slow down. I manage to tune out the cat.

Ah, now I can call up a walking rhythm that evokes resilience in my body. I choose to feel my body’s weight and substance. I remind my soles to sense the floor; remind my ankles and toes to bend. It feels better now—that little “give” to my footsteps loosens up my hips.

The morning light streaming in through the windows sparks my peripheral vision. My narrowed, defensive perspective softens. There’s a hummingbird in the oak tree, and a tender wind strokes the bamboo chimes. My chest uncoils and I inhale. Much better. I choose to open my body to the day.

Relax, Sensei. Your food is coming.
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Your Body as a Mandala

In The New Rules of Posture, I explained that some people habitually orient to the present moment by grounding themselves, while others seek support by scanning their spatial surroundings. Both of these perceptual orientations are healthy and necessary. In certain situations, the best response is to hold one’s ground, whereas in other situations, it is wise to run away. Too much spatial orientation can make fleeing the scene—physically or metaphorically—a habitual response. Too much ground orientation inclines one to intransigence. In The New Rules, I proposed that healthy posture manifests when we have both perceptual orientations simultaneously and are free to move between them as situations demand.

My New Rules message is a simplified rendering of a broader philosophy and model of the ways in which the brain organizes human movement. This model is the work of French movement theorist Hubert Godard. His work has been incorporated into the curriculum of the Rolf Institute of Structural Integration, where I taught for many years.

When I was first exposed to Godard’s theory, I entered a classroom to see it diagramed on a white board in the form of a circle with a highlighted central area and four points of entry. This was exciting to me because although I had always been interested in human movement, I had never been presented with a satisfying way to codify it. At the time, I didn’t identify the chart as a mandala, although now that seems obvious. I’ve spent more than two decades practicing this movement theory in my life and sharing my version of it with others. It is the basis of the practice I’m proposing in this book and the inspiration for my coinage of the phrase Body Mandala.

The central focus of Godard’s model is what he calls “tonic function.”1 The word tonic refers to a type of muscular response. Tonic muscles are equipped, through their relationships with the circulatory, nervous, and connective tissue systems, to be capable of sustained contraction. Their partners, the phasic muscles, receive nutrients and neural signals differently and are geared for shorter bursts of effort. Long-distance runners rely on their tonic muscles; sprinters have well-developed phasic muscles.

The sustained and mostly unconscious activity of your tonic muscles helps keep you upright. Not only that, but your tonic system, which includes parts of your brain and nervous system, actually acts before you move to orient your body to the situation at hand. Your body orients to the sound of your phone’s beep a nanosecond before you reach for it.

This means that posture is not only a stacking up of parts but is also a dynamic perceptual activity. It is your immediate response to what’s going on around you.

Your tonic function, then, describes your way of being in the world, your embodied presence. This pertains to your physical stance but also to your mental and emotional attitudes and points of view. It’s a product of the activities of your nerves, muscles, and the connective tissues that pervade your entire body. Because the tonic system is ordered deep within unconscious parts of the brain, it’s impossible to authentically and sustainably change your being through conscious acts of will. Your presence does change, however, through four distinct influences. These influences are akin to the entry points or gates portrayed in traditional mandalas.

Posture

One point of access to your embodied presence is your habitual posture—how you stand. This is your structural alignment and balance. It includes the tensional relationships between your bones, muscles, and the connective tissues that compose your body’s shape. Bodywork that is strategic to structural organization can help alter postural form, but form also changes through influences coming in via the other gates.

Sensation

A second access point is the information that comes into your body through your senses, as well as sensations that occur within your body. Over 80 percent of the nervous system is involved in processing or organizing sensory input, so, in a way, your body is mainly a sensory processing module.

Your sense perceptions are usually paired with a movement response that in turn affects your postural alignment and balance. In this way the three “gates” of movement, posture, and sensation all affect each other and contribute to how you express yourself in the world. This process was the main topic of The New Rules of Posture.
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Your somatic presence is accessible through the gates of posture, sensation, movement, and expression.

Movement

Movement is your third entry point. Your every movement is coordinated by your nervous system. This includes your respiration, digestion, and heartbeat, the way you walk and bend over, the way you wave, smile, or frown. Much of your coordination 
is learned, like chewing, speaking, or riding a bicycle, although some movements, like the urge to breathe, or an infant’s sucking reflex, are “hardwired.” To a vast degree, your coordination is so unconscious that you take it for granted. Walking on two legs is an incredibly intricate coordinative feat that you mastered long ago and no longer think much about.

But not having to think about moving has a downside. Since life in the twenty- first 
century doesn’t demand much variety of movement, or, in fact, much movement at all, our bodies become less and less versatile. The automatic movements that make up your daily grind can keep you in a rut that degrades your posture over time. Reduced movement can even sully your perceptions and affect how you interact with other people. What occurs in any one region of your Body Mandala affects all the other areas.

Expression

Expression, the fourth entry point, includes all your work and play, your emotion and communication. It includes your obvious ways of expressing yourself, like speaking, dancing, or shooting hoops. What may be less obvious is that you express yourself in the way you walk, even in the way you breathe.

Your habitual ways of expressing yourself connect to all the other gates, as well as to your embodied presence at the center of the mandala. For example, a period of psychotherapy that brings about increased self-confidence, contentment, or openness can change the way you stand and move and amplify your receptivity to new sensations and perceptions. Learning a new skill—perhaps studying a martial art—involves you in a new repertoire of sensation and movement that can transform both your postural organization and the confidence with which you communicate with others.

Limited expression, such as an occupation that confines you to a forty-hour week of sitting and repetitive movement adversely affects your posture, lessens your capacity to move your body in innovative ways, and limits your perception of your surroundings. This can affect self-expression in many ways. Absent healthy self-expression, some people withdraw, or act outrageously or aggressively. Others are drawn into addictions, straying ever further from authentic presence. How you inhabit your Body Mandala has social consequences.




Somatic Presence

“Soma” comes from a Greek word that indicates a living body. In conventional medicine, the word “somatic” refers to the body as distinct from mind or spirit. Among bodyworkers, movement teachers, and alternative medicine practitioners, somatic also connotes the subjective, conscious experience of being present in your body.

The central figure in a traditional mandala represents enlightenment or access to the divine. The central figure in your Body Mandala is your embodied, or somatic, presence. Essential to your presence are two distinct sensory experiences—perceptions of wholeness and of physical centeredness.

Current scientific research into the body’s connective tissues—collectively known as fascia—supports the view that wholeness is a physical, felt experience. Formerly assumed to be mere packing material for muscles, bones, and organs, scientists now regard fascia as the fundamental ingredient of living beings. It is a continuous, uninterrupted webbing—something like a sea sponge—that is present everywhere in the body. Significantly, fascia has been found to be replete with sensory nerves. We know ourselves as whole beings thanks to the sensory signals within our fascia. Your Body Mandala journey will involve learning more about fascia and tapping into this previously unknown organ of your body.

Your sense of centeredness is distilled in your body’s midline. A central vertical line is the conventional way to represent a body’s relationship to gravity. But gravity is only one of many forces that organize our bodies. Perceptual orientation—how we gauge our safety with respect to our surroundings—is also an organizing element. Perception of a threat compresses or twists the midline; exuberance lifts and lengthens it. Further, the human midline is an embryonic expression of aliveness that is manifest in our tissues long before we must orient ourselves in the world. We are born knowing center.

Being present in the moment—the aim of many forms of meditation—has been shown to improve mental and physical health.2 My premise in Body Mandala is that cultivating somatic presence contributes to the same ends. It also complements a dedicated meditation practice if you’re already involved in one.

Posture is an entryway to somatic presence. Because posture is most likely something you’re already concerned about, it can become an incentive for developing the awareness you need to be fully present in your body on a daily basis. But this involves some self-study.

Tracking my sensations, stances, gestures, moods, and behaviors has been a way to learn about myself. Paying attention to my bodily experience has given me a measure of choice about how I live from moment to moment. What I learned as a movement theory became a map for tracing my personal journey. The objective of Godard’s model is a body that acts gracefully and efficiently under stress and is adaptable to any context. Applied to the whole person, this means to be alive in your whole being and present to all that happens.

For me that includes being open, generous, and resilient. But desirable qualities of presence are as variable as the sky: serenity and exuberance, power and tenderness, fury and sorrow. You need to be present in all kinds of ways in this increasingly complicated and uncertain world. If you can be centered and whole in your body, any emotional expression can be incorporated into your kaleidoscope of presence.


The Present

Consider times when you’ve accidentally hurt yourself—banged your head on an open cupboard door, tripped over an electric cord, or bathed your eyes with make-up remover instead of eye drops. In the nanoseconds before those things occurred, you weren’t present in your body. You were neither grounded, nor aware of your surroundings. You were mentally out in front of, or far behind, your body’s current experience.

The Dalai Lama is said to have observed: “There are only two days in the year that nothing can be done. One is called yesterday and the other is called tomorrow.” Why is it so difficult for us to heed this obvious truth?






Aging

Along with the importance of being present, I also want to consider the future—your future. The fact that bodies age is something few people under the age of thirty-five consider to be applicable to themselves. I was well into my fifties before I fully grasped this truth. At a certain moment I realized that I had become irrelevant to mainstream values and trends—I had become an elder.

This will happen to you. Bodies inevitably age, no matter how technologically and cosmetically adept we may become at staving off the process.

As a septuagenarian, I’m well aware that my time left here is far less than I’ve lived. But I’ve been fortunate to have a calling that has required embodiment and self-care. When I look around at my aging contemporaries, I observe that bodies that have been taken for granted stiffen up and break down more readily than those that have been respectfully tended. I’m sad to see my friends feeling surprised and offended when their bodies begin to fail. Of course, genetics plays a part, as do diet and lifestyle. And none of us knows what waits around the corner. But it’s worth considering that the practice of embodiment may provide a hedge against the stiffening, bending, and closing of the physical aging process.




How This Book Is Organized

Body Mandala is a study guide for your personal mandala journey. The presentation includes concepts and ideas to think about in tandem with sensations and emotions to feel. Somatic practices and meditations are presented in the accompanying audio and video files. These are my attempts to communicate as directly as I can with your body. Some of the recorded meditations have a hypnotic quality, so please do not play them while driving or operating other machinery.

What I’m trying to share with you will make the most sense if you do the physical practices whenever you see the audio or video icon 
[image: image]. These are available at audio.innertraditions.com/bodman.

Boxed sections are “scripts” for the audio and video files. Most of these passages are intentionally repetitive and slow-paced, more like guided meditations than exercise instructions. For anyone who would like to share the experiences with others, having access to these scripts should make it easy. Read them slowly, with pauses between the sentences. Let the words sink in.

In part 1—“Orienting,” I introduce basic information about fascia and about how your brain organizes movement and sensation. Then I present fundamental concepts that support embodied presence and explorations that promote it.

In part 2—“Deepening,” I offer exploratory practices designed to develop your experience of somatic wholeness and of your midline. You’ll also deepen your understanding of posture by questioning the commonly accepted premise that having good posture is like aligning a stack of blocks. You’ll learn about and begin to experience the body-organizing principle of tensegrity—the multidimensioned, integrated tensioning of your body’s fascia. You’ll also glance at science that supports 
the idea that refined body awareness is both normal and practical. The section concludes with an extended journey through your spine.

Part 3—“Practicing,” considers how the sedentary, electronic era in which we live affects our bodies and suggests ways to navigate between embodied experience and the increasingly disembodying experience of living in a technology-centered world.

Books are linear constructions with numerically ordered chapters. But because deep body learning is not a linear process, my presentation is somewhat spiralic. You’ll meet some ideas again and again, experiencing them more profoundly with each circuit. I want your Body Mandala experience to be as physical as possible, so I’ve tried to place experiential material ahead of discussion. That way you’ll feel what I’m talking about before trying to understand it.


The New Rules of Posture

In The New Rules of Posture, I wrote about posture as perceptual activity. I defined posture as the small and usually unnoticed movements we make to orient ourselves to situations, emotions, and relationships with others. In that book I proposed six body “zones” that help create postural improvements: the pelvic floor, the breathing muscles, the abdomen, the hands and shoulders, the feet, and the head. The book included self-care exercises that enable healthy function in each zone, along with basic ergonomic information and case histories. Body Mandala builds on the premise that posture is perceptual orientation. Rather than repeat extensive discussions of breathing and of abdominal and shoulder support, I refer the reader to the earlier volume for more on those topics.



Somatic Contemplations

The word “exercise” connotes an activity that involves physical effort in order to increase strength and stamina. Exercising implies work, as in “working out.” This mode of training often regards the body as an enemy or naughty child that must be made to mend her ways. Such treatment can make us detach from the experience, just as a punished child would do. It’s ironic that time spent improving the body often results in disembodying experiences.

In contrast, somatic contemplations in this book focus on ways for you to become more present in your physical experience. They attune you to your current physical habits and bring awareness to sensations in your body that you haven’t noticed or valued before. Introspective in approach, they require your full attention. It will be important to set aside practice time when you won’t be interrupted, and also to choose a setting that feels private and safe.

By practicing the somatic contemplations, your ability to concentrate on them deepens in quality and lengthens in time. This deepening lets your brain develop new neural connections. Once these connections are established, you feel more balanced and aligned, more efficient and graceful as you move, and more freely expressive in your body. Conversely, rote repetition of a practice, like a mindlessly chanted mantra, will bring you nothing new.

The Body Mandala practices will not make you stronger or more flexible, and none of them is a quick fix for posture or movement problems. All of them will affect your awareness and coordination and contribute to your sense of wholeness and midline—to your presence. What I’m sharing here is a body philosophy that can serve you for a lifetime.

Many of the practices show you different perspectives of the same somatic lessons. My intention is to help you cumulatively build an experience of your body as whole cloth. I want to help you embody the principle of tensegrity thoroughly enough that it becomes a new way of being in your body. When that happens, you’ll know organically how to incorporate your Body Mandala practice into other body disciplines, into artistic or athletic endeavors, and into your daily life.

If the approach feels insufficiently vigorous or insufficiently social for you, try to stick with it long enough to feel something new in your body. Later on, this inner work will yield surprising improvements in performance of any activity—golf, horseback riding, tango, tennis, kettlebells, or gardening.
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REFLECTION

First Love

Tommy delivered papers in my neighborhood before school. Each morning his fat bicycle tires skidded to a stop outside the window where I sat practicing piano. When I’d turn around to look, he’d wink and take off down the street. I wrote his initials on the soles of my shoes.

I can still see Tommy’s big old grin and the blond peach fuzz on his Adam’s apple. In the way of ten-year-old boys, he mimicked how I walked. Evidently I held my left arm close to my chest, elbow bent, and wrist dangling. He made it look strange. In the way of ten-year-old girls, I found this both infuriating and titillating.

That odd arm and shoulder habit has been a lifelong feature of my Body Mandala, appearing, disappearing, returning in disguise, and leading me on a goose chase of self. I’ve explored it from the perspective of posture, as an imbalance in my shoulder girdle. But I knew it also as a movement—an incipient wincing gesture that I’ve learned to sense even when my arm is hanging straight down. It was an expression of little Mary Bond walking to school. What did it feel like in those days? What perception underlays its origin? Was there a specific event that set it off? Can I know? Do I need to know?
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Walking as Integration

I suggest that you walk around for a few minutes after experiencing each of the somatic contemplations. Locomotion helps your brain integrate new sensations, gradually altering your coordination and your expression. Integration is the most important phase in any of the practices. Sensation by sensation, you’ll be developing options for the way you move through your life.

Find a place to walk where you have room to move freely, a space of at least thirty feet. Walk at a comfortable pace and allow your arms to swing.

When you stride down a long hallway, or better yet, along a park path, your tissues expand and recoil, imparting suppleness to your steps. When you walk short distances, stopping and starting, your muscles work harder because there’s not enough room for full expansion of your connective tissues. James Earls, author of Born to Walk, calls this “museum walking.” It tires you out.



Reflections

Throughout the book I’ve shared some of my own somatic experiences. I want to demonstrate that perfectly mundane experiences may contribute to the kinds of sensory and expressive “aha’s” that are found through somatic contemplation. Current culture invites us to place more value on dramatic experiences than on prosaic ones. But we are all essentially and equally pedestrian. A quiet epiphany can sometimes have more lasting impact on your self-understanding than an explosion of awareness.

A Little Science

Interspersed between the theory and experiential work are short discussions of scientific findings that will ground your body awareness in real world data. You’ll learn about your body-wide network of fascia, about the neural plasticity of your brain, and about the fabulous vagus nerve that oversees well-being of both body and mind. These topics will support your experience of your body as a profoundly inter-communicative organism and lead you to value body awareness as both practical and health giving.


Tibetan Sand Mandalas

Tibetan monks spend many days creating intricate mandalas of colored sand. After prayers and devotions, the sand is swept up and poured into a lake or river to circulate the mandala’s creative energy.

Like sand mandalas, our bodies, too, will be swept away. It is said that the depth of the journey will lighten the sweeping.



Glossary

Somatic movement education, like any field, has its own nomenclature. Words that might not be familiar to a general reader are defined, usually the first time they’re used, and are marked in bold in the running text. You’ll find a glossary (p. 255) for easy reference as you move through the book.




Practical Somatic Literacy

Body Mandala is about the practical value of sensing your body. Your body awareness is your “somatic literacy.” By refining it you gain:


	Improved posture, which contributes positively to your appearance and diminishes posture-related pain.

	More efficient and more graceful movement.

	Increased self-understanding and clearer intuition.

	A way to prevent stress reactions from taking over your day.



All of this affects the way you travel through your life and, therefore, also affects the way you age.

Body Mandala practice can touch you in ways that “shake your tree” emotionally. Although somatic literacy can aid in resolving psychological issues, it is not a substitute for working with a therapist. An internet search can help you find a somatic or body-oriented psychotherapist.





PART 1


Orienting
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Chapter 1 introduces you to your organ of embodiment, your fascia. The burgeoning research about the nature of this tissue is changing the way I conceive of my body and understand its intelligence. I’m eager to share this perspective with you.

Beginning in chapter 2, you’ll explore your orienting perceptions. First, you’ll discover that your perception of being supported by the ground depends on your experience of your bodily weight. After that, you’ll investigate ways in which your awareness of space—within and outside your body—also contributes to your experience of feeling supported.

The human significance of ground and space is not a novel concept. Prophets and yogis have spoken of humanity’s equilibrium between heaven and earth for eons. You already know that your feet are on the ground, and that to get anything done, you must move through space. But savoring these perceptions, fully tasting the ways in which they serve you, helps you realize the degree to which you’ve taken them for granted. Diminished perceptions of the ground and of your spatial surroundings lessen your ability to cope with things—to balance and to respond with efficiency, ease, and grace. Simple awareness of these two orienting perceptions contributes to a fuller sense of being present, here and now, in three-dimensional, grounded wholeness.

Body Reading

To receive the full impact of the somatic practices in this book, it will be helpful to establish a baseline for your awareness. In the series of assessments that follow, you’ll have the opportunity to notice basic details about your alignment, your body sensations, your coordination and movement, and your self-expression. You’ll be observing yourself through each mandala gate. Anchor what you learn by keeping a journal while you work your way through this book. Make a few notes about what you feel during the body reading. It’s a preliminary map of your Body Mandala. In chapter 2, you’ll start filling in more details.

[image: image]

Sagittal  comes from the same root as Sagittarius, the astrological archer whose arrow flies straight ahead. The sideways plane is called the
coronal plane, from corona, the halo around the moon, or around images of holy figures. The vertical line where the two planes intersect is a common measure of stationary body alignment. The 
horizontal plane, relating to the horizon, is perpendicular to the body’s central vertical line.

PRACTICE

Stance and Structure

[image: image] Practice 1 - Stance and Structure

Stand comfortably with your weight on both feet. Imagine a vertical plane that passes from the crown of your head down through the center of your body, dividing you into right and left halves. Notice the body masses on either side of that plane. They may feel identical in terms of shape, size, and density. Or they may seem quite dissimilar.

Notice whether you seem to bear more weight on one foot than on the other. If you were standing on two bathroom scales, would one of them register more weight?

Try to even out the balance between your two feet and then notice whether that changes your perception of the disparity between the right and left halves of your body.

Now, lift one foot from the floor and balance for a moment on one leg. Then lift the other leg. Notice whether it’s easier to stand on one leg than on the other.

Now imagine a second plane that passes through the center of your ears, the tips of your shoulders, the centers of your hip joints, and just in front of your ankle joints, dividing you into front and back halves. Compare your sense of the body masses in front and in back. Notice which “half” is easier for you to sense.

Nod your head up and down in a very small and very slow “yes” movement. Notice whether your head rests most comfortably at the top of that movement, at the bottom, or somewhere in the middle.

With your head now resting at a familiar, comfortable angle, notice the orientation of your chin and your eyes. If your chin is angled down, you are likely looking slightly upward with your eyes to see what’s in front of you. If your chin is lifted, your eyes must gaze down a little to see what is in front.

A balanced relationship of neck and head lets your line of sight be level with the horizon. If that’s not true for you, simply notice it without trying to change anything. Your Body Mandala practice will allow more balanced structure to emerge in time.

The following assessment invites you to notice a few of the myriad sensations of your aliveness.

PRACTICE

Sensations

[image: image] Practice 2 - Sensations

If you’re comfortable doing so, close your eyes for this part. Otherwise, keep them open but with a soft focus.

Standing comfortably, what parts of your body are you most aware of: your head, neck, spine, pelvis, legs, feet, chest, abdomen, shoulders, arms, hands? How do you know that you’re aware? Do you feel pulsation, streaming sensations, temperature, lightness or heaviness, ease or constraint, or something else?

Notice the relative intensity of your awareness in different parts of your body.

Think of your skin as an envelope that separates your body from the space outside it. Imagine the little hairs on every surface of your skin. Imagine them being touched by the air. Take time to imagine every inch of your skin: front, back, both sides, top and bottom surfaces. Notice where you find it easy and obvious to feel your skin.

Notice where you have to bring more attention to the task.

Now travel inside your skin, perceiving it as a container. Let your awareness roam through the inner chambers of your body. Notice contrasting sensations. For example, drop your awareness down inside your two calves. Notice whether one lower leg feels denser or fluffier, warmer or cooler, or more alive than the other. You might even see your legs as differently colored. Allow any impression that arises be of interest to you. When your awareness starts to fade or is replaced by another impression, let that occur.

Notice contrasting sensations in your forearms. Notice whether one forearm feels denser or fluffier, warmer or cooler, whether you feel more sensations of aliveness in one arm than the other.

Extend this process into your feet, thighs, hips, arms, and hands. Pause the audio to give yourself time to appreciate your sensations.

Now compare your experience of the two sides within your chest.

Compare your experience of the two sides within your abdomen.

Be aware of your breath moving in and out of your body. Besides sensing the flow of air in your airway and lungs, notice where else in your body you can sense the movement of your breathing.

Notice whether you can feel the beating of your heart.

The next assessment is your introduction to some features of your gait. How you walk is as recognizable to others as your handwriting. Most of us take walking for granted, never thinking that it is a facet of posture, and an aspect of self-expression. Indeed, the way we walk is a moving signature.

PRACTICE

Movement

[image: image] Practice 3 - Movement

Walk around, preferably out of doors where there is space to move freely. Walk in an ordinary way at your ordinary pace. Where are you most aware of your movement? Your legs, of course, are making the most obvious actions, but where else do you sense motion in your body? Pelvis, spine, shoulders?

What areas of your body seem to move freely? Not so freely?

Consider your footfalls: If your feet were imprinting the ground as you step, would the prints of one foot be more deeply embedded than the other? Do you spend more time on one foot than on the other? Does your heel strike sound louder on one side?

Notice the swing of your arms: Does one arm swing farther forward, or more energetically, than the other? If so, experiment with reversing the energetic emphasis of your arm swing. Your movement will likely feel less comfortable, less authentic, and less like you.

Can you feel your spine moving as you walk? Do you notice movement in your hips and pelvis?

At what angle do your eyes rest when you’re walking? Are you gazing forward at the horizon, or down toward the ground?

What areas of your body feel pleasurable when you walk? Consider a possible relationship between your freedom of movement and the sensation of pleasure.

Add some real-time movement research. Next time you put on your pants, observe which foot lifts first. Notice whether you feel equally stable if you put the other foot into its pant leg first. Related to the weight-bearing assessment in the Stance and Structure section above, this little self-test has body-wide ramifications, as you’ll learn in chapter 9.

The next assessment directs your attention to the shape, sensations, and movements of your body during a mundane moment of self-expression.

PRACTICE

Expression

[image: image] Practice 4 - Expression

Imagine a situation in which you must do something in a hurry. Call up a sense of urgency.

Simply imagining the situation may have produced a subtle change in your alignment, in your body shape, in your interior sensations, and in your breathing. Take a few moments to notice what has occurred in your body. Pause the audio to give yourself time for this.

Now, hurry forward to meet that deadline or perform that task. Observe your alignment and shape, your internal sensations, and your comfort level. 

To what degree do you feel confident as you move forward? Optimistic? Resistant? Anxious? Safe?

You’ve begun to see yourself in the light of your Body Mandala. Be sure to jot down what you noticed during the body reading because it’s easy to forget your first impressions after your somatic awareness has become richer.
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REFLECTION

A Stabilizing Habit

When I’m hurried or anxious, my left armpit squeezes in. The activity is not so big that you’d see it, but it’s enough to send a flutter of tension up the left side of my neck. Though barely perceptible, I recognize it as an attempt to stabilize my body before I start to move. It’s a movement error; one’s neck is not a good place to find stability. In subsequent reflections I’ll share more about this predisposition of my shoulder. When I was ten, Tommy showed it to me as an unconscious gesture. In my fifties, before I understood my body as I now do, it manifested as chronic neck pain that I blamed on a particular personal relationship—I saw the person as a “pain in the neck.” I now regard that as erroneous as well, as a conceptualization of the sensation rather than an authentic experience of it.

What I’ve learned is that in order to dismantle a habitual tension, I need to fully feel it. I also need to develop alternative bodily sensations that can take its place. In the case of my shoulder habit, I need other ways to stabilize myself. These are outlined in the remainder of part 1.
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