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JUST BENEATH YOUR SKIN

lies a complex network of connective tissue called fascia. It helps
you move well, stand straight and play hard. Keeping it healthy
might be one of the fastest — and most overlooked — ways

to improve your health and fitness.

here’s a good chance you've never heard

of fascia: the stretchy, mesh-like sub-

stance that interweaves through and

around your musculature, surrounds

and supports your organs, and shrink-

wraps your entire internal structure like
a second skin.

But if you were able to peek beneath your epi-
dermis, you'd probably be surprised to see that this
messy, elastic white stuff — made of collagen fibers,
and similar to the material that makes up your liga-
ments and tendons — is virtually everywhere.

Unlike muscles and bones, though, fascia has
historically been given so little attention by thera-
pists, trainers and other fitness pros that it's not
even on the standard gym-wall anatomy chart.

“From an anatomical perspective, fascia is
often seen as ‘the gunk you cut through to get to
the good stuff,” says corrective exercise specialist
Anthony Carey, MA, owner of Function First in
San Diego, Calif., and a leading fascia expert.

In recent years, however, some forward-think-
ing trainers and therapists have begun to recog-
nize that this seemingly inconsequential webbing
plays a far more important role in everyday func-
tioning than was once believed.

Building on ideas outlined by anatomy teach-
er and bodyworker Thomas Myers in his book
Anatomy Trains: Myofascial Meridians for
Manual and Movement Therapists (Churchill
Livingstone, 2009), these therapists have begun to
devise ways to improve the quality and elasticity
of the fascia directly through bodywork, stretches
and targeted exercises.

Among these novel methods are Kinesis
Myofascial Integration (KMI) — an approach to
Rolfing developed by Myers — and Fascial Stretch

Therapy (FST), founded by the husband and wife
stretch-therapy team of Chris and Ann Frederick.
These methods can significantly enhance the
benefits of a stretching and strength program,
making you stand taller, run faster and play
harder. At the same time, fascial work often
provides relief from chronic back and joint pain
where many more conventional, muscle-based
stretching and massage methods fail.

“Everybody needs to start incorporating the fas-
cia into their conception of the musculoskeletal sys-
tem,” says Myers. To his way of thinking, however,
that may mean a fairly substantial shift in the way
we think about how we're made and how we move.

So if'you still think “the foot bone’s connected to
the ankle bone,” get ready to expand your thinking.

FACING THE FASCIA

Anatomy textbooks will tell you that the musculo-
skeletal system consists of thousands of separate
parts: a couple hundred bones held together
by more than 600 muscles and a near-countless
number of ligaments and tendons. But Myers
and Carey both assert that these divisions are
largely artificial, created not by nature but by an
anatomist’s scalpel.

“The fascia links the entire muscular system, not
just muscle to bone but muscle to muscle, along
with all the structures in the body, like organs, liga-
ments and tendons,” says Carey. “Whether youre
exercising or treating pain, it doesn’t make sense to
treat it like a machine with separate parts because
of this head-to-toe continuity.”

Seen from this perspective, Myers contends, “You
don’t have 600-some-odd muscles, as we've always
been taught: You have a single muscle with 600-odd
stopping points, all linked by the fascial web.” =+
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