Myofascial Freedom from Trauma

By Magnus Eklund RMT

First, I would like to give you a little background information and history on Myofascial Therapy and its role in the treatment of various traumas in the human body.

Myofascial Therapy is a manual massage technique for stretching the fascia and releasing bonds between fascia, muscles, and bones.  Fascia is a seamless web of connective tissue interpenetrating every muscle, bone, nerve, artery, and vein as well as all our internal organs, including the brain and spinal cord.  It is a system of an interconnected web without separate coverings that exists from head to foot without interruption – much like a yarn in a sweater.  Restrictions in fascia, caused by injuries, stress, inflammation, trauma, and poor posture can spread to other places in the body, like a pull in a sweater, because of the web interconnectedness of the fascia.

Fascia also plays an important role in the support of the body’s structure.  The bones are like tent poles, and the fascia can be thought of as the guide wires that keep the right amount of tension, so that the tent can stay upright and the body in balance.

Normal fascia is in a relaxed and wavy state.  When there are restrictions in the fascia, it loosens its pliability, becomes tight, and is a source of tension for the rest of the body.  The restrictions in fascia can cause intense pain and limited ROM by limiting flexibility, stability, and the sense of a “space-freedom” state in the body.
In 1920, an osteopath named William Neidner developed a system called fascial twist, one of the pioneering techniques in myofascial work.  In the 1950’s, Ida Rolf  developed structural integration, a holistic system of soft tissue manipulation and movement education with the goal of balancing the body in the gravitational field.  Rolf discovered that she could change the body’s posture and structure in a remarkable way, by manipulating the myofascial system.

In 1976, Janet Travell, MD studied what she called myofascial trigger points, and in 1983 published the famous reference Myofascial Pain and Dysfunction: The Trigger Point Manual.  Travell used a method called spray and stretch, in which she sprayed the tissue with a cooling spray followed by a stretch.  Travell’s work focused more on pain relief and trigger point therapy than the connective tissue (fascia) and structural alignment.  Bonnie Pruden, a massage therapist and student of Dr. Travell, brought Dr. Travell’s work into the massage therapy community.  Myofascial therapy and connective tissue massage took Dr. Travell’s work to another level by improving posture in addition to relieving pain.
Dr. Rolf said: “Put the tissue where it should be and then ask for movement.”

The guidelines for deeper myofascial therapy techniques are as follows:

· Land gently with the appropriate “tool” (forearm, elbow, knuckles, etc.) on the surface of the body.

· Slowly sink into soft tissue

· Make contact with the first layer of restriction 

· Create a line of tension in the tissue

· Create a stretch in the soft tissue

· Move the fascia slowly across the surface while staying in touch with the underlying layers of fascia and tissue

· Exit gently

Another option to the myofascial release is the method of gentle stretch held sometimes for up to five minutes. These are the following steps:
· Allow the relaxed hands to move with the restricted fascia in opposing directions

· Slowly stretch the fascia until reaching a barrier or end feel

· Hold the stretch for up to five minutes, allowing the fascia to unwind itself

· Feel for heat in the tissue, allowing the body’s inherent ability for self-correction to take place

· When the barrier releases, therapist will feel a softening in the tissue

· Exit gently

This method is advocated by German physiotherapist Elizabeth Dicke, who in the 1920’s developed connective tissue massage (bindegewebsmassage) with superficial stretching of the myofascia.

John F. Barnes, a physical therapist, has developed quite a unique approach to myofascial therapy combining both of these methods adding energy healing work, craniosacral therapy and allowing spontaneous therapeutic movement to take place within the session.  Barnes has discovered that under the right therapeutic conditions, the body and mind spontaneously starts to unwind itself to release blocked emotions and muscular tension in the tissues of the body.
“We are all fascial being,” notes Barnes. “A gelatinous energetic fascial being with specialized structures embedded.  The fascia controls all of the other structures and systems of our body and basic physiological functions of our being, all the way down to the cellular level.  Therapists were trained to look at it as a packing material.  They do not get into the ground substance.” – John Barnes

“Release of myofascial restrictions can affect other body organs through a release of tension in the whole fascial system.” – Carol Manheim

Self myofascial release can be performed by using a soft roll, tennis ball, or other object to rest the body weight on. As the body starts rolling over the object, the combination of pressure and movement induces a release in the tissue.  Upon finding a painful area, the practitioner can roll off the area and hold tension close by for a second or two before proceeding, so not to cause undue stress upon fascia.
Mind-body awareness is not a new field of thought.  This interconnectedness has been explored for over five thousand years by yogis in India.  In the early 1970’s, Bernie Siegel, MD suggested that the state of mind had a great affect on illness in the body.  This caused controversy in the world of western medicine.  Today, mind-body medicine is more accepted in mainstream America, and I have noticed more interest among the general public concerning this subject.
We have all heard that the body remembers pain and trauma.  I strongly believe that trauma is stored in the tissues of the body.  I strongly believe it is stored in the tissues of the body.  As we apply effective myofascial release techniques on the physical level, to unwind restrictions and pain in the fascia, memories rise to the surface and a release on an emotional/mental level is allowed to take place as we bring this “hidden” information to the conscious level.  Now the individual is in a position to learn what negative emotional patterns have limited the individual to feel “whole” and balanced.  This myofascial release taking place allows the individual to increase self-awareness of the block between the subconscious and conscious mind and induce a positive change in the individual.  Adding other modalities such as joint mobilizations, stretching/PNF, muscle energy techniques, and exercises such as yoga, tai chi, and walking in combination with eating plenty of raw and fresh foods allows for an expansion of consciousness, healing, and wellness.  
John Barnes suggests that fascia may be the physical part that affects awareness of consciousness.

“So we are connected – from deep within each cell of our being, flows information consciousness via light energy throughout all aspects of our mind/body.”

Can we understand consciousness through the release of connective tissue (fascia)?  Researchers have spent most of their time focusing on the brain in a search to understand consciousness.  Has science missed an integral part of this understanding of consciousness by not researching the soft tissues of the body?

Back in the late 1800’s in Sweden, Pehr Henrik Ling and his associates also discovered the relationship between the mind and body.  Not through science, but through trial and error, was the Ling Method born.  This was a system of strengthening – flexibility exercises and massage strokes combined in one session to affect the wellbeing of an individual.  Ling often said, “A healthy mind, a healthy body”.  I never went to a private session of the Ling Method.  As a matter of fact, I’m not sure it even exists today.  However, as a young boy I accompanied my father to Ling gymnastics classes.  Looking back at that experience, I can see the influence of movement and energy exercises such as tai chi, yoga, and chi kung along with self-massage.  Ling was aware of the importance of soft tissue stretch in conjunction with pressure on the tissue.  H called himself a Kinesio Therapist.  I have asked many Swedish massage therapists about Ling.  He is generally known for his gymnastics and not for massage.  Perhaps he was mind/body pioneer in his time.  After all, his motto was, “A strong mind in a strong body”.

Through a process of frustration with my own chronic pain patterns and anxieties, and with traditional medical care’s shortcomings, I have over the past fifteen years traveled an amazing journey of mind/body discovery which has led me to this point of healing in my life.
Massage Therapy today is evolving into a multi-faceted healing program combining massage, myofascial therapy, therapeutic movement, stretching, strengthening, muscle energy work, deep breathing techniques, meditation, and energy healing techniques in order to get results on not only a physical level but on a mental, emotional, and subtle energy level for a more complete recovery from various traumas.  The massage therapist of the future has to become knowledgeable in all of these fields to stay on top of our profession.

Myofascial Therapy is fast emerging as the missing link in the healing of trauma.  If we do not address the connective tissue (fascia) before we get into the deeper layers of muscle tissue, we will not get optimal lasting results with our massage, stretch, and strengthening programs.  More importantly, we will not get the emotional component of trauma to let go and achieve Myofascial Freedom. 
Magnus Eklund

Manual Sources:

John Barnes:  PT Today
Ida Rolf:  Structural Integration 
Wikipedia
Whitney Lowe:  Functional Assessment
Eric Dalton:  Myoskeletal Alignment Technique

