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No pain,all gain

AnIsraeliengineerand physicist who developed
amethodtofix hisownkneewentontofounda
revolutionary physicaltherapy, based on doingas
little as possible. Cate Montana reports

Moshé Feldenkrais, an Israeli mechanical and
electrical engineer with a doctorate in physics, was
aphysically active man, butin his late forties,
achronic knee injury sustained
duringa soccer game years earlier
led to a total life change.

Refusing surgery on his knee, Feldenkrais
decided toapply his considerable
knowledge of physics, body mechanics,

neurology, learning theoryand
psychology to figure outa way to
correct the knee problem naturally. Feldenkrais had worked
foranumber of years in the French nuclear research
program at the Radium Institute before moving to
England towork in the science division of the British
Admiralty during World War I1.

After several years of self-investigation and self-
directed therapy; his knee had healed completely.
In the process, he developed a new understanding
of human body function and maturation,
resulting in the healing technology of somatic
(body) education he dubbed the Feldenkrais
Method. After moving to Tel Aviv, atage 50
Feldenkrais left the hard sciences tobecome
afull-time healing practitioner and teacher
of hismethod.

Atatimewhen Jane Fonda’s famous
“No pain, no gain” philosophy
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epitomized the modern world’s attitude about
exercise, physical therapy and bodywork in general,
the Feldenkrais Method proved to be a major anomaly.
“Feldenkrais is easy to experience but hard to explain,”
says Stacy Barrows, a doctor of physical therapy and co-

owner of Century City Physical Therapyin Los Angeles.

“What we try to do is explore the blind spots that we
carryaround injuries and repetitive patterns. .. and
learn howto do things with efficacy.”

Afteraninjury, says Barrows, “we have tolearna new
adaptive way of being. The old way that we’re doing
things cannot necessarily be restored, and sowe can’t
drive it froma top-down revision.”

Feldenkraiswork is slow, gentle, meticulous and
deeply hinged upon the client developing greater
personal awareness. Clientsare coached to notice

differences in muscle tension, areas of the body that
arein or out of contact with other surfaces,and
how different parts of the body relate to each
other positionally.
Teachersalso observeastudent’s
ability to absorb subtle feedback
and use it to create changein their
postureand movements. Force

and goal-oriented structural
gains eschewed.

The Feldenkrais Method
has two forms: group
lessons called Awareness

'Feidf

and drive areavoided atall costs,
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Through Movement, which lastaboutan hour,and
individual lessons called Functional Integration.

workis

Duringgroup lessons, the teacher verbally guides

people through simple movements done in bothssitting
SIOW’ genﬂe’ and standing positions. Unlike most forms of exercise
methUJOUS and body therapy, there are no ‘right’ ways of doing the

movements. People are recognized as having unique
bodies, conditions, limitations and abilities, and are
coached to move at their own pace and in their own way.

and deeply
hinged upon

: The emphasis is about not pushingor tryingto
the Chent achievea particular goal. Participants are assisted
developing inlistening to their bodies, developing ever-deeper

. awareness of how theysit, stand and move, eliminating
greater ~ anyexcesseffort. Asaresultof this process, they

ess  consciouslylearn whatworksand whatdoesn’t, |
awaren - discoveringmore comfortable and effective alternatives
~ tooldhabits of movementand posture that have led
them into pain and restriction.

Gentlydoesit
Individual Feldenkrais lessons—Functional
Integration—can lastanywhere from a half hour to
an hourand are usually conducted with the clientona
low massage table. The practitioner gently moves the
body—arms, ankles, wrists, legs, hips, torso, neck and
head, etc.—through very precise, comfortable motions,
'all theyhile cgaching the client to become aware of
places in their body holding anylevel of huscle tension
and resistance. All Feldenkms lessonsare conducted
fully clothed.
Feldenkrais himselflinked perception and
movement, realizing thatitis through movementthat
the body interacts with the extgrnal world. Many

B : Feldenkraislessons are designed to help clients

develop the capacityto align the sensory
receptors of the head (eyes, ears, nose) ina
variety of positions while doing different
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movementsin order to become more sensitive to incoming
sensory data—and thus more capable of consciously fine-
tuning how thebody operates in space and time.

New research in brain function shows that the brain
and our neural pathwaysand connectionsare easilyable
to reorganize, particularlyafter injury: Although weall
develop habits of thinking and habits of movement, many
of these patterns end up causing us pain.

What Feldenkrais discovered is that painful patternsare
not setin stone. Long before the word ‘neuroplasticity’ was
ever coined, Feldenkrais learned that acute observation
followed by consistent, subtle, incremental changes can
literally rewire our brains—and thus our bodies—for

more optimal function.

Breath work
Thebreathisalsoavital
component of Feldenkrais
work in both group and
individuallessons. Inboth
lesson styles, teachers coach
clients to notice their breath,
the rhythmic patternsit falls
into (or not), the depth of
their breathingand where
their breath comes from—
chestorabdomen—how
their diaphragm feels as
theybreathe and whether
it's fully engaged.

Doreen Quinnell,a
Feldenkrais practitioner
in Londonwho specializes
inworking with children
with special needs as wellas
high-performanceathletes,
musicians and other adults,
says thathowa person
breathes affects their posture
and movements. [talso
works the other way around.

Structural problems,
restrictions and adhesions

Moshé Feldenkrais

Moshé Feldenkrais was an Israeli
mechanical and electrical engineer
with a doctorate in physics. In the
process of trying to heal his own
knee injury, he developed a new
understanding of human body
function and maturation resulting in
the healing technology of somatic
(body) education he dubbed the
Feldenkrais Method

(fibrousbands of tissue that bind together),and habitual
ways of holding the body also restrict our breathing. A
child with cerebral palsy, for example, might be very tight
in their chest, diaphragm and rib cage, which affects many
mechanical functions such as breathing.

“I'teach them howto takeactions, such as putting
their hand on the table so that the hand can push back,
which moves the clavicleand moves the rib cage and the
diaphragm. And then theirbreath opens up,” says Doreen.
“They get more oxygen to their brains and to theirbody’s
cells. They’ve got more movementin the torso, so then
their hipsand the shoulder girdle open up. Their head
movesintoadifferent position, and their eyes receive
differentinformation. They start experiencing whatit’s
like to have movement—but movement that theyarein

control of. It's very potent.”
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Casestudy1:

'Not suchapainin
- theneck

Nina C., a 65-year-old woman
from Ravena, New York,
suffered for more than 20
years from chronic neck pain,
experiencing sharp, biting
pains in her neck multiple
times a day.

She had many X-rays and ,
MRIs carried out and did just
about everything imaginable,
short of surgery, to get relief:
anti-inflammatories, muscle
relaxants, prescription pain
medications, cervical nerve

 blocks, cervical nerve ablation,
~acupuncture, chiropractic,

Botox injections and massage.
When she first went to Rob

Cohen, she was at the end of

her rope, fully believing she

s would never receive help.

He noticed how fearful she

| was of any neck movement

and how stiff she was overall
as a result. He had to coax and
coach herinto trusting him to
move her neck.

“With time, Rob taught me to

relax my own muscles by being

mindful of body posture,” she
says. “It was not an overnight
result, but rather a process.”
Today Nina is completely free
of the sharp pains that plagued

her for over two decades, and

when her muscles start getting
tense, she says she now knows
how to handle it. “I can also

consult with Rob to get a tune-

~ up, toremind me—and my

brain—on what | need to do!
She’s even planning to work

with him after a scheduled foot

surgery to make sure she’s
holding herself in ways that
are conducive to healing and
optimal functioning.
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| Cohen coached he
1 outof her head, teachingher
- | toground herself deeply inher
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1 Alice N from upstaj;e New 5

York presented with strange
symptoms—facial neuralgia

i
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i
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1 andthe on-and-offsenseof

| being off-balance and unstable
1 on her feet, especially whenshe
turned her head. '
After an intense vertigo
episode, she wenttoseea

- general practitioner. The

doctor suggested she might
be expeﬂenang a problem
with her cervice I vertebrae and

shewas referred to
nose and throat specia

and suggested she have
brainscan.
~ “ptthat pnint I deudéd it
_wastimeto try. adlff
approach,” she says.
When she went to see Ro
Cohen, she was surprised w :
he didn’t touch her duringthe
firsttwo sessions. “Althe did
‘was talkto me and abserveﬂaat
my voice, chest and shoulders
were raised from stress. . o
He said, ‘It's not anythmg
| physical. It's just that you're not
. grounded at all. It's somethmg
! you need to work on msufﬁ :

: yourself.””
o tttumscutshewasse o
| stressed that she was literally

1 not in touch with her body.
in get'tlng

. solar plexus area. And that was
i that. Her symptoms subsided.

| “Aside from those two :

I sessions wherewe)usttalked L

1 tooka group class,” shesa?&

1 “ltwasnotwhathedid

‘ on the table or in the class.

| Itwas about meleamlngto

! be present in my body. It's

, constant work, butlzetﬂdn’l

! have done it without him "»
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Studies show that using the Feldenkrais Method
improves people’s posture, physical flexibility and me m Banie' m - : .
‘muscle coordination. It reduces chronic painand The Anat Bamel Method (ABM), an she has mastered the ﬁnesse,

tension, including back pain,'improves balance and extension of the Feldenkrais Method, 1
coordination in people suffering from multiple sclerosis* is used by peaple of all ages for - speed necessaryfb with
and reduces our body’s anxiety response to a perceived pain relief, increased performance,  children and infan Butit‘ a -

threatordanger® . _ whole-body fitness and antragmg, ~ Feldenkrais bas '

Italso helps the mobility of people suffering from andisaprovenwayofassisting ~ Thereason aslig fydﬂ’ferent
osteoarthritis," improves balanceand coordination in children with specxal needs. : approach with children is reqmred,._
olderadults®and even improves cognitive function An Israeli psychologist and dancer, ~ especially special-needs children—is
Feldenkrais hasalso been shown to havea therapeutic Anat met Moshé Feidenkratsas a duetothefactthat childrenare

effect for those with eating disorders, alleviating anxiety child because he was a friend of her  small and move like lightn
and helping them become more comfortable with their father. She later studied with him,  They also don't have sophis

bodiesand their own self-perception.t andin 1982, movedtoNewYork ~ communication skills. Frequently,
People who have suffered from strokes find the at Feldenkrais’ requestin orderto  they have no capacity to speakaat all,
method helpful as well # For example, Quinnell worked introduce the Feldenkrais Method ~  unlike adults, who have a greater
with a 68-year-old international jazz saxophone player - tothe US. Within a few years, she capacrtv to cammumcate their lSSU&i:{
who, after a severe stroke, found himself hospitalized, had expanded her work to sucha b i
unable to talk without profound slurring, with facial degree that she ended up founding '
palsy and incapable of raising his arms. He could not her own training organization,
stand or walk without losing his balance and was totally the Anat Baniel NeuroMovement
unable to hold an instrument, let alone play music. Method, combining the teachi ngs
“Iworked with him h of Feldenkrais with her own
for two weeksafter he i The understanding and techniques.
gotout ofthe hospital, Felden kr ai S Both Doreen Quinnell in London:
shesays, “and attheend and Rob Cohen in Stoneridge, New
of tr‘roweeks hf:start?d Method York, are Feldenkrais Methodand
Sasow et g o 3 Anat Baniel Method prattrhuners
improvement. He now mp I'O\”es When asked what the ”dlfference :
plays internationally people S between them is, Quinnelltalked  that place and then you go to'
again, his voice returned, osture about how ABM is particularly well  next place. The child gertsth
and the only thing that p CREE Sy suited for working with children.  your touch that there is nothin
Iwasn'tabletocorrect — flexibilityand “ABM is Feldenkrais work,” says fear. They learn to trust and come
completely was thelittle dinat Quinnell. “she hastweaked itand to understand bit by bit about what
fingeron hislefthand. But COOTdINAt1ION brought it into the 2%st century, and physlcai control is. tt“s pmfound = if :

he’sable to work with that.
The whole process took about three months.”

For sports enthusiasts (agingand otherwise) dealing
with injuries, Feldenkrais work can accomplish what
appears to be miracles. Barrows recalls a 52-year-
old karate student who came to her with his
anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) completely
blown. His doctor prescribed surgery, but instead he . = Y .
went to Barrows, who coached him in strengthening a ,  telief, increased perfomnce' -
alternative musclesand ligamentsaround the ACL. : \ = ~ whole-body fitness and
Three monthslater, he was back on the karate mat. anti-aging. Thesubtle

Theinteresting thing about thisincident, Barrows s = movements are espedially
says, was the follow-up. Several years later, the same man , -
went to the doctoraboutan injuryto his other knee.
When the doctor performed a test to check the integrity
of the ACL on the knee Barrows had helped rehabilitate
years earlier, called a comparative drawer test, the test
showed the knee to be perfect—despite the fact there was
no longer a functioning ACL on that rehabbed knee.

“I'was there when the doctor did the drawer testand
checked the records showing the missing ACL,” she says.
“Itwasamazing.”

Both Quinnell and Feldenkrais practitioner Rob
Cohen, from Stoneridge, New York, agree that one of
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the main reasons the Feldenkrais Method is so effective is F ll I i forl el g

that it takes the exact opposite approach to the one-size-

fits-all drugsand surgery “focus on mitigating symptoms” Ifyou have low bk pain, trythis gentle Feldenl it
philosophy of traditional Western medicine. suggested by Mary Beth Davison Smith at The Felde nter of
“Everyhuman being s different,”says Cohen.“You have to Houston. This little practice takes less than five minu -~
be present with what’shappening with each individual,aware Remember, the most lmportant thmg about this pfatﬁ :
of what their brain is holding onto. Like, maybe the brain paying attention. It is not “exercise.’ Do not push yourself thr
is holding ontoa really tight shoulder, a really tight hipora painful spots or try to stretch your range of motion. Do the
really tight stomach. You've got to closely observe the person movement gently and easily. The whole purpose of the movement
in order to see how they're creating the pain they haveand is to ‘rewire’ your brain and improve how your brain andbody
then go from there.” communicate with one another e
In Functional Integrative lessons, Cohen perceivesa :
trouble spotand very gently moves and supports the part of Tilting legs ~ 7
thebody that’s “holding on,” movingin the directions and Lie on your back, with your knees bent an oles of your feet
ways that feel appropriate, eventually tnckmg thebraininto in contact with the floor. Gently let your k
letting go and releasingall the tension. “If T take over the work left, and then smoothly move to tilt them to the
that thebrain is doing, many times they willlet * movement many times. Don't go as far as you can
go,”hesays. “Once theylet go, I'startto > AVOID a stretching sensation for right now. Just a few inct
create small, gentle movements, building You've got either side is plenty.
range of motion, gettingthebrainand 5 yygarye  Make each repetition a little bit different—smoother, seﬁer -~
body to functionally integrate new . easier, more comfortable. Try slowing down your breathing so that
patterns and ways of being—getting the PEersonin  youareinhaling when youtift your knees and exhaling whenyou
themtotheway thingsaresupposedtobe . Jar 4 gee bring them back to the middle. Smooth, continuous movement
workingtogether” : , is your intention. Feel yourself gently rolling over the back of
Cohen works with children with how they re your pelvis. Is it possible to pay attention to the parts of yourself
developn?ental issuesand women w_fho ; - th that contact the floor as you roli? What parts of your backdonot
wanta pain-free pregnancyand delivery. ~ CT€ALINZINE contact the floor? Could they? Go easily, stop moving and rest afte .

Healso specializesin working with babies p ain they have  everyfew movements, whether you are tired or not.
with torticollis (a condition where the +VARIATION 1: Try the movement a few times with your knees

babyisborn witha twisted neck, bent head and/or misshapen very close together and with your knees conﬁortably apart 'Whlch .
face or jaw). Cohen recalls one mom bringing in her infant movement feels more comfortable? :
daughter atabout six months of age. She’d received no «VARIATION 2: Cross your right knee over the left. Re-position ym"—
therapyand was immense for her age. She never moved much foot on the floor if you need to so that you can be comfortable.
andlooked like shewas ina total fog.  Begin totilt your knees slowly and easily to the right. Don‘t go as
“Her head was way to the side and her hands were stuck far as you can. Pay attention to the way your left side p :
closeto thebody;” says Cohen. “At the end of that session, the floor and then sticks back down. Make it feel good iy
this little girl was reaching for toys, extending her arms, and stand up and walk around a blt ng do waeep -

her head was dead center. It normally doesn’thappen that
quickly, especiallyat thatage. It was like the child was just
waiting for someone to wake her brain and body up.”

Carol Passaro, a physical therapist at Hamaspik of Orange
Countyin Monroe, New York, a non-profit organization
providing health and human services, has also seen its benefit
to pregnantwomen: “I've seen mothers who have received
afew Feldenkrais treatment sessions while pregnant,and as
aresult they have had much more comfortable pregnancies
and deliveries, as well as healthier babies,” she says.
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