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Process-Oriented Rolfing®

Monica Caspari, Certified Advanced Rolfer, Rolf Movement Practitioner

and Adjo Zorn, Certified Advanced Rolfer, Rolf Movement Practitioner

/

\

The soul of man with all the streams of pure living
water seems to dwell in the fascia of his body. When
you deal with the fascia, you deal and do business with
the branch offices of the brain, and under the general
corporation law, the same as the brain itself, and why
not treat it with the same degree of respect.

Andrew Taylor Still, 1899
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e often hear it said that Rolfing

is a pracess — not an event. Ori-

entation to process is perhaps a
hallmark of “holistic” practice. But there are
degrees of holism. Rolfing by the Recipe is
holistic in the sense that considers the struc-
tural context of local symptoms and ad-
dresses the entire body; and goes one step
further by interpreting the body in the con-
text of gravity. What's more, with the de-
velopment of the Principles of Rolfing In-
tervention, we have a paradigm for the
work to retain its holistic aspect and at the
same time be non-formulistic. Rolf Move-
ment Integration carries the work a step
further with its focus on function and the
“Circle of Being”, which recognizes the
need to integrate the mental, emotional and
spiritual aspects with the physical. Still, the
holism of Rolfing is limited in that it does
not formally address other dimensions of
context (although in practice, many Rolfers
do take them into account). For example,
just as we are continuously exposed to the
gravitational field, we are also exposed to
social and cultural fields. But neither the

SyruCTURAL INTEGRATION [ Sumivier 2001

Recipe nor the Circle of Being explicitly con-
siders them, although they do affect the fas-
cial structure.

The process of Rolfing takes place within
the larger process of the client’s life. Given
that these larger processes, in turn, take
place in contexts having dimensions that
Rolfing does not explicitly consider, how
thoroughly can the Rolfing process really
integrate into the client’s larger process?
This kind of integration requires a style of
work that opens space for these other di-
mensions of the client’s process, while still
strategizing each session or series accord-
ing to the Principles.

STRUCTURE HAS MANY LEVELS

Imagine that you — as the “therapist” of
the Golden Gate bridge — are responsible
for ensuring its safety.! As you “read” the
bridge, you first observe its general shape
and configuration. In a static analysis, you
might perceive the bridge as a network of
tension and compression forces. If the ba-
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sic design is sound, you could then inspect
particular physical components. These
might include deck truss bracing and fram-
ing members, cables, support tower col-
umns, welds, and anti-corrosive coatings.
If a single truss member is corroded, a lo-
cal fix will be sufficient. But if many mem-
bers exhibit significant corrosion or other
conditions reducing their load-bearing ca-
pacity, the bridge is prone to sag and twist;
thus, the overall state of the truss members
is a structural property, and any interven-
tion must be strategized accordingly.

To a holistic engineer, addressing deck truss
torsion apparently arising from widespread
member degradation would require more
than rebalancing opposing forces to accom-
modate their reduced load-bearing capac-
ity. It would require asking why the mem-
bers were degrading in the first place. If the
answer were “age” —degradation commen-
surate with the lifetime of the bridge and
assumed material properties of the steel -
the engineer might reinforce or replace the
members. If actual live loads were in ex-
cess of design loads (think sports or repeti-
tive stress injuries), one might reinforce ex-
isting members or add more of them (make
it stronger) — or reduce the live loads by
restricting the traffic on the bridge (rest). But
what if the condition were rooted in a
change in chemical properties - say, an in-
crease in the kind or quantity of corrosive
chemicals in the air or water (think meta-
bolic changes)?

Carrying the thinking further, what if the
corrosion of the members — although it ex-
ists —is not the cause of the twisting at all?
Perhaps a shift in prevailing currents has
compromised the foundations of the sup-
port towers, which in turn has altered the
position of their columns? What if an earth-
quake has affected the abutments into
which the cables are anchored? Focusing
only on the truss members would not solve
the problem; it would merely vield a “blind
fix”. To go beyond blind fixing, you would
have to look beyond the forces of tension
and compression within the bridge itself.
This is because anything that substantially
maintains or influences the configuration
and behavior of the bridge or its parts
should be considered structural.

Similarly, we will better integrate our cli-
ents and avoid blind fixing if we recognize
factors that substantially maintain or influ-
ence the configuration of the fascia and
other corporeal structural elements. This
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means we should look bevond the balance
of forces in the fascial net and at least rec-
ognize restrictions in levels of structure
other than the fascial “stuff”. We all know
this, but the traditional presentation of
Rolfing excludes any systematic way to ac-
count for these other levels.

The goal of this paper is to offer some sug-
gestions in this regard. First, we describe at
least some levels of structure beyond the
fascial that ought to be considered. Then,
we offer some basic rules which, if followed,
should increase the likelihood that our
work will touch upon these other levels.

LEVELS OF STRUCTURE

Coordination

Do you want to have an
American pelvis? —

ida Rolf, to a Chinese woman

In the 1960’s, Nobel prize-winning biolo-
gist Konrad Lorenz described in the motor
cortex a precise representation of the physi-
cal body and its functional properties.’
Since then, further research has supported
his view;" and it is now commonly accepted
that our brains not only “map” our bodies,
but also that the brain works actively to
maintain body shape congruent with the
map. In the Rolfing community, the close
relationship between the fascial structure
and the motor cortex has been explored by
Hubert Godard in his work on “Tonic Fune-
tion”, and by Robert Schleip.* These brain
functions are indeed structural. As Peter
Schwind has commented, “working with
an anaesthetized body is like working with
a flat tire”; a Rolfer will be more effective
by recognizing that the inner representation
is affected.

During sessions, we know the inner repre-
sentation has changed when the client ex-
periences major proprioceptive shifts. For
example, clients often “find” body parts or
regions previously absent from their aware-
ness. Or, the client might have to re-map a
relationship, like the woman who exclaims,
“ After all the work you just did inmy shoul-
ders and neck, I can’t find the holes for my
earrings without a mirror! ”

The structural importance of the inner rep-
resentation might also shed some light on

the phenomenon that body shapes differ
with geography. For example, a Brazilian
girl whose favorite place is the beach might
have “learned” the anterior tilt and poste-
rior shift of her pelvis to conform herself to
a culturally desirable pattern. Once the
learned attitude is established in both her
fascia and her brain, it becomes “struc-
tural”. At this point, it is difficult to distin-
guish mechanical structural preferences
from neurological ones. The Rolfer’s hands
will treat the fascial issues; but unless the
neuromotor component is addressed and
the client gains an understanding of how
the fascial preferences arose in the first
place, she is likely to revert to her old pat-
tern. In this sense, “Rolfing is not a manipu-
lative technique. It is a system of education.”

Emotions

Most Rolfers would accept that muscle and
fascia can “hold” memories and emotions
from the past. So naturally, clients some-
times experience emotions when
longstanding fixations in fascia, joints or
viscera are released. Often, clients seem to
experience a combination of relief and sad-
ness upon finding space that was lost long
ago. On the one hand, because emotional
habits are structural, fear or avoidance of
emotions can lead to reversion to habitual
postures. On the other hand, the client’s
recognition of the correlation between
physical and emotional structures can both
enhance the physical changes and prevent
reversion. But for the client to gain that rec-
ognition, itis important for the Rolfer to be
alert and open to the emotional level. This
means recognizing the importance of this
“non-concrete” structural component. At
the same time, we must treat emotions as
just one aspect of structure, and not amplify
them or overestimate their importance to
the whole. This, in turn, requires Rolfers to
have some degree of openness to and un-
derstanding of their own emotional pro-
cesses.

Autonomic Nervous System
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If you don’t reach the w
nervous system, you
haven't got it.

Ida P. Rolf

branches of the autonomic nervous systen.
Chronic sympathetic dominance generates
hypertonic skeletal musculature, shallow
breath, decreased peripheral circulation
and inhibited peristalsis; whereas chronic
parasympathetic dominance generates joint
and tendon inflammations and increased
muscular effort to overcome air flow resis-
tance into the lungs. As demonstrated by
the work of Jeff Maitland and John
Cottingham,” Rolfing improves the balance
between the sympathetic and parasympa-
thetic — although this often happens acci-
dentally, rather than systematically. We
would prefer to get these results based on
our understanding of the ANS and in fur-
therance of structural goals, rather than by
mere chance.”

Biosociology
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We are not truly erect,

standing; we are only on
our way to being erect.
This is a metaphysical

consideration. One of the
tasks of the Rolfer is to
speed up this ongoing

process.
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The balance of tone in the fascial system
corresponds to the balance between the

\ Ida P. Rolf
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We humans use our bodies — including our
fascial structures — to convey to each other
non-verbal social messages. Our ape ances-
tors lived in social groups for eons, which
suggests that body language is much older
than verbal language. Only recently has the
behavior of our closest ape relatives in their
natural environments become the subject of
scientific research — particularly by Jane
Godall and Frans de Waal).* The apes’ body
language — in terms of both intention and
meaning — resembles some human behav-
iors, and their body language is readily
understood by humans. Thus, humans
carry not only the “reptile brain”, but also
what we might call the “ape brain” - at least
in respect to our communication and social
behavior.

The manner in which a particular person
might use structure as a means of commu-
nication is not necessarily congruent with
optimum upright posture. Therefore, if we
ignore body language, we might miss — or






