Reading and Rewriting Your Body’s Stories

by Karen Gabler, MsT

As a body worker and massage therapist, I learned that I can align myself and others structurally and feel the benefits temporarily.  Yet my clients often fell back into their old postural patterns.  What was missing?  The emotional patterns that had created their shape had not been addressed.  Psychology studies the emotions yet lacks an anatomical understanding.  Bodywork studies the structure yet lacks emotional understanding.  What if we put the two together into a structural/emotional anatomy?  If we learn to read our somatic architecture, we will be able to understand how our personal history is reflected in our body shape.  Once we are literate in our body’s stories, we are empowered to rewrite them and thus present ourselves differently to the world.  

Using the body as a starting point in the journey towards literacy has been extremely helpful to myself and to my clients.  The body is concrete.  We can see, feel, and touch it.  When working with the body, we bypass the mind, the ego, and the defenses we erect that can blind us to our emotional history.  Opening the book to ourselves and beginning to read our history give us a direct experience of who we are.  As we begin reading, our stories unfold and we become more aware of what has formed us.  This is an education we can get no where else.  Until we truly feel our structural alignment from bone to brain, we have no foundation for transformation.  It is important to learn to read this core alignment and to feel its support so that we can begin to read our body’s stories; then, once read, we can start the journey of rewriting them.

How Clients Begin to Rewrite Their Stories:

We all know how important literacy is to our education and to our lives.  Not being able to read limits our possibilities and our choices and cuts off many opportunities.  After twenty-three years as a body worker, I have found it is just as important to be able to read our bodies, what I like to call “body literacy.”  Giving ourselves a somatic* education in body literacy empowers us to learn to read our body’s stories and discover how to use our bodies efficiently and effectively.  Once we become body literate, we have the chance to live a richer somatic and emotional life.  

In the book Emotional Anatomy, the author Stanley Keleman writes that “Life makes shapes. These shapes are part of an organizing process that embodies emotions, thoughts, and experiences into a structure.  This structure, in turn, orders the events of existence.”  At birth and throughout the developmental stages of our lives, we respond to the shapes of our surroundings--first the womb, then our mother, then the outside environment and the people in it.  Through this we form the  physical, emotional, and spiritual shapes of our bodies.  Each of us constructs a story from this environment, moment to moment, as the mind and body process sensory data.  This field of experience is of great importance, for it shapes who we are and what we become.  Life forms stories; these stories form our structural/emotional anatomy.

Structural/emotional anatomy is the multi-dimensional organization of the human body with its layers upon layers of skin, muscle, fascia, organs, bone, and the invisible layer of hormones; it is also the organization of experience. In school we study anatomy from books that only portrayer.

Sarah
Sarah, a healthy 32-year old woman who experienced a parents’ divorce at age one, sexual abuse by a step-brother, and lack of support from her family.  She felt invisible to her parents, especially to her father.  She now has issues with giving herself up in relationships with men.  She experiences anxiety and depression and worries how she appears to the men she relates to.  Her postural shape is compressed in the core (the muscles used in stabilization of the structure), thus she has chronic tension in the movement muscles of her upper back, shoulders, and neck.

Our work begins with releasing the chronic tension in the movement muscles, reengaging the core, and helping Sarah feel support in her structure.  As the sessions progress, Sarah begins to transition from her compressed posture to one of more space, length, and width.  The work helps her engage the core muscles on her own without collapsing into her old pattern.  Here is where we begin to read her story in her somatic structure.  With the help of the structural/emotional bodywork and individual therapy, Sarah gets glimpses of how her relationships with her parents are playing out in her shape and in her relationships with men.  

In her words:  “After the session I began to move into a new space in my relation to men.  A space of confidence, of power.  I realized that I do not want to make myself vulnerable to rejection by men--the risk is too high.  Instead, I need to develop my own self--what do I think?  What are my values?  How do I choose to spend my time?  Be me first and from my Sarah-ness, speak, act, work, love.  Bring life to my Spirit.  So much of my energy in the desire for love is the desire for Daddy.  I am acting out of an old pattern of longing for Daddy’s attention, affection, presence.  Now I see that I can be free from that pattern and be more me.”

Nathan

Nathan is in his early fifties.  Healthy and active, he complains of an ankle injury and wants structural bodywork to help alleviate his ankle pain.  I notice that his postural shape is rigid.  After ten sessions of the deep structural work to clear the muscular patterns, we begin exploring Nathan’s emotional anatomy.  

One story that arises out of his body is contained in the chest, shoulders, arms, and neck area.  We have been working with this area structurally for many sessions, and I have found the soft tissue here to be the hardest and most resistant to change.  The quality of the tissue is distinctly different from the tissue in other areas of his body. As I begin to hold and listen carefully to the tissue, Nathan remembers as a young child how his mother often ridiculed him and judged his feelings.  After years of this, he decided to put on “the soldier” in order to keep his mother from seeing his feelings.  Nathan walled himself off to keep out his bipolar mother by taking on the shape of the soldier, hard and rigid.  Yet this shape also cut him off from his own feelings and from authentic relationships with women.  He continually sought out women to help him connect with his vulnerable side.  Very slowly the feelings that were bound up inside him in the soldier pattern emerged, and now Nathan is able to open up and embrace the part of him that has been repressed for so long.  As the story continues to unfold, the potential for rewriting how he relates to women is becoming available to him.  

Janice

Janice is a 31-year-old runner who is experiencing stress and upheaval in her life.  She has questions about the direction of her work and a failed relationship.  She complains of chronic tension in her upper back, neck and shoulders.  She also wants to relax since she had been under much stress.

In her words: “Instead of just working out knots and tense spots in a usual routine, I experienced something I had never before--Karen talked to me.  She connected to me, felt my pain, affirmed my questions and comments, and provided me with avenues to explore thoughts already formed but not explored.  She was a psychologist and a massage therapist all in one.  This connection between mind and body is what I’ve been missing.  I’ve been doing so much interpersonal brain work and then punishing my body physically with too much running.  I got a glimpse of a win-win situation where both my mind and my body work toward one goal: a happy, satisfied Janice in all her glory.”  

It is an honor and a privilege to witness the stories that arise out of my clients’ somatic depths.  My work is to hold the human body like a precious book, helping my clients feel safe, structurally strong, and clear enough to read the rare story that they are.  It is a profound experience to read along with another human being and understand how he or she has been shaped by life.  To know oneself somatically is to experience the pain, the conflicts, the desires and disappointments, and to taste intimacy, love, and connection.  “This is what health and wholeness, stress and disease, transitions and crises, conflicts and resolutions, love and fulfillment really mean--human beings organizing existence.” (Stanley Keleman, Emotional Anatomy)

Structural/emotional anatomy is a process that creates a safe space in which we can erase old structural patterns and gain the possibility of new thought and action.  Our patterns relate to the insults we received from our families and society and what we did to preserve our own integrity under duress.  These patterns do not need to limit us.  We can use structural/emotional anatomy to free ourselves from our body’s habits and make new choices in movement and thought. With this knowledge and experience, this body literacy, we can begin to form a new shape and write a new story. 

