Grandma's Curtain Stretcher

Orthogonal Geometry and
The Unity of Opposites

A Possible Strategy in the Recipe

r. Rolf occasionally hinted
D that Rolfing has similarities

to stretching curtains on
“grandma’scurtainstretcher”, ortun-
ing a stringed instrument. This state-
ment, far from being quaintly enig-
matic, is a reference to the principles
of equalizing, or balancing stress in
structures combining both rigid and
elastic elements.

Even though this homely prin-
ciple has, to some degree, been dis-
cussed before, I've not seen it men-
tioned in the current Rolfing prin-
ciples, and advanced Rolfing prin-
ciples. Perhaps it seems sobasic as to
go without saying, orit’s simply been
overlooked. In any case, because I'm
not content with the discussion until
it's included I've decided to share
these thoughts and observations in
the hope it will serve an a reminder of
our roots.

Dr. Rolf seemed to be very reluc-
tant to stick too close to verbal or
graphic models for either the body or
for Rolfing in her teaching. I assume
this was out of concern for the poten-
tial confusion of the map and the
territory. Or, as she said, “There are
some people in the world who create
vast complex systems, so that they
then can be the only masters of vast
complex systems.” I feel no danger of
that here since these principles are
simple and can be found in virtually
any engineering text.
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By Ron McComb

Any one who has stretched a cur-
tain, a canvas, straightened a bicycle
wheel, tuned a drum or stringed In-
strument, knows that the elastic ele-
ments must be stretched on the frame
in an orderly progression to keep the
tensionequally distributed. Although
theordercanvaryslightly In different
situations, the principle remains one
of stretching the elastic elements in
symmetrical opposition. This simple
procedure will avoid distortion in the
whole system.

For those unfamiliarwith the con-
cept I'll illustrate with a metaphor
containingbothof theaboveexamples;
replacing a banjo head and re-string-
ing it. Very simply, tension on the
drum like body is kept equal by fol-
lowinga pattern of tightening in sym-
metrical opposition. First, a line of
tension is formed when two of the
tighteners opposite from each other
on the circular frame are tightened
about two turns. Next, two tighteners
at right angles to this line of tension
are tightened to the same tension.
(Right angles are opposites). There
are now twoopposinglines of tension
in the head forming a cross in the
circle. The head is then tightened
across twoopposing pieshaped quar-
ters, then two more, and so on. It
follows that this procedure continues
until the head is tuned. This proce-
dure keeps the whole system flat and

rigid enoughtoaccommodate theten-
sion of the strings. Failure to follow
such an orderly pattern results in
asymmetrical stress that twists the
circular frame and renders the instru-
ment unplayable.

The same principle applies when
stringing the banjo. The frame con-
tinually changes shape as the tuning
process alters tension on the strings.
Tuning an instrument is an art that
only stops temporarily with the pleas-
ing of the educated ear. Likewise,
quality of stress balance in human
structure, through Rolfing, is an art
where the educated perception of the
practitioner is of paramount impor-
tance.

Since “seeing” in Rolfing is inter-
active, this article is intended to assist
perception by suggesting a point of
view tobeincluded when working; or
in the unending discussion of sym-
bolic Rolfing.

Comparisons of this kind aren’t
unknown Rolfers. Others, including
Dr.Rolf, have referred to the principle
of vertical balance through stress
equalization, such as in comparisons
of the body with R. Buckminster
Fuller’s tensegrity mast. Even though
Fuller developed a non-orthogonal
geometry based on triangles, his sys-
tem wasstillaway of equalizingstress
distribution to create structural inte-
gration.
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For the purposes of this article, I
prefer to use common engineering
definitions for stress, strain, and ten-
sion because they seem less ambigu-
ousthan when mystified by the medi-
cal profession. Tension is defined asa
force, such as gravity, or a combina-
tion of forces acting on the resistance
of materials, giving rise to stress and
strain. Stress is a condition in materi-
als or structure arising from tension
whichis evidenced by strain. Strain is
the deformation of structures result-
ing from tension or stress. Strain en-
ergy is the work performed upon un-
loading strain. Harmoniously inte-
grated stress occurs when tension
unites opposites in appropriate rela-
tionship.

I'm taking the liberty of stretch-
ing the definition of tension into a
dynamic relationship of opposites;
such as flow and resistance, or gel.;
*sol., agonist-antagonist, origin-inser-
tion, inside-outside, dual operator,
etc. There are literally as many oppo-
sites in human structure as can be
imagined. Also, if stress is defined as
a condition which exists throughout
the system on the molecular level,
then it’s a small stop to define it as a
field that represents the sum of all the
various tensions. Tension and stress
in fascial elasticity maintain continu-
ity in the dynamic shape of the organ
of form by uniting opposites like, top,
bottom, front, back, inside, outside,
joints functioning in opposition, etc.,
all in relation to gravity. Equally dis-
tributed stressrelative to gravity holds
bridges up, and allows humans to be
vertical. Disorganized or unbalanced
stress forces the structure to seek sta-
bility in the next lower order of inte-
gration, the twist, which is called
strain.

So, when the client presents dis-
harmoniousstress that's twisting their
structure in strain, how can we help
them equalize the stress without tak-
ingtheelasticelements off sotospeak,
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and starting over. We obviously re-
leasetissue in oppositional symmetry,
like loosening instead of tightening
the banjo head. This is a frame of
reference for “seeing” the design of
the recipe, through which, structural
aberration makes sense, and a basis
can be formed for determining the
nature of intervention.

How does the above example, of
the two dimensionality of the banjo,
relatetofascialanatomy, orthebody’s
three or four dimensionality? My cur-
rent metaphor for the dynamic com-
position of the organ of form is that of
an elastic/ colloidal gradient made of
a slowly moving river of matter/en-
ergy flowing into a human shaped
wave, then passing on to fulfill other
form. Like stones in the river bed, the
hard inelastic places, such as bone
and scars, or inelastic memory, such
asbelief, maintainthe shapeof a stress
field, which gives shape to the wave.
While workisin progress, the elastic/
colloidal wave is as subject to univer-
sallaw asall other form. Rolfing inter-
action can be said to intercept and
redirect the flow of matter/energy
through the wave form by re organiz-
ing the path of least resistance in the
elastic/ colloidal gradient.

Within this wave structure there
is an initial or contextual pattern of
stress that’s built in as a necessary
consequence of biological develop-
mentingravity. Thisinitial stressfield
can be said to be composed of count-
less dynamic ever changing stress
patterns. Some elements of these pat-
terns, such as is represented by bone,
change fairly slowly over timeas they
respond to change, or lack there of, in
the over all stress field. Other stress
patterns built into body elasticity
change rapidly in response to, and
thereby guide, the movement of cir-
culatory, pulmonary, visceral, motor
and other forces necessary to sustain
the life of the overall structure.

This initial stress field is resilient,

yet mutable, and will twist when it’s
integrity is compromised by trauma.
It will of course untwist when it’s
integrity is restored. Trauma can be
defined as anything that disturbs the
integrity of theinitial, oroptimal stress
field. Because connective tissue cells
“spin” collagen molecules along ten-
sion vectors, an unchanging pattern
of non-initial tension becomes “built
in” asinelasticity in the overall elastic
gradient. It may be said that Rolfing s
designed to return the body to a sem-
blance of it’s initial stress field by re-
elasticizing non-initial inelasticity
through de-compensation in sym-
metrical opposition...Quite a mouth
full, huh.

B efore discussing theimplications

of all this to the recipe, I feel it's
necessary to review the so called or-
thogonal description of three dimen-
sional space, or form. Interestingly,
bigwords notwithstanding, orthogo-
nal space is paleolithic and has been
universally used by humans for thou-
sands of years to find direction. In
such distantly separated ancient cul-
tures as China and the north central
planes of North America, tradition
defines one's relation to the universe
as: standing at the intersection of six
cardinal directions; up, down, north,
south, east, and west. The D Lakota
add a seventh direction; all directions
from the heart.

These six cardinal directions fol-
low the coordinates established by
three opposite axis’, eachof whichare
atrightanglestoall the others, like the
jacks played with by children. Again,
right angles are considered to be op-
posites.

It could be said that along each of
these opposing axis’ there are twelve
opposite directions; six directions to-
ward and six directions away from
their common negatively infinite in-
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tersection. (The direction toward the
center of the common intersection is
negatively infinite, and the direction
away is positively infinite). If space
can be said to be composed of an
infinite amount of negatively infinite
points, then this configuration repre-
sents a fundamental element of mani-
festation and could provide coordi-
nates for interpreting the movement
of energy. Of course these opposing
axis’ arealigned onearthby the gravi-
tational field into a vertical and two
horizontals. This is an expression of
the unity of opposites in it's most
basic geometry.

These opposing axis’ form the
basis for the sagittal, coronal, and
transverse planes of the body. The
intersection of the sagittal and coro-
nal, of course, can be, but isn’t neces-
sarily, the palintonic line.

Therestillappearstobelittle rela-
tionship between orthogonal form,
anatomy, or the body as a segmented
volume. There are literally as many
ways to perceive the body as we can
imagine. One could even imagine the
body asa vertically stretched torusor
doughnut with a very long folded
hole. Orthogonalbody geometry, seen
as a volume, dictates that each of the
planes has two opposite sides, and at
least four opposite edges. One could
also imagine laminated planes. The
order of complexity found in gross
anatomy seems necessary to simplify
function in orthogonal space. Since
much of Rolfing is concerned with
changing the way function is guided
by the distribution of stress in the
passive organ of form, the discussion
below is directed at treating fascia as
simply an elastic element, not unlike
any other found in nature, and there-
foreis subject to the same principles of
stress distribution in the orthogonal
space created by gravity.

To illustrate the relationship of
orthogonal space and the recipe, I've
simplified the recipe into terms that
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are directly applicable. It's useful to
imagine thatif we were to decompen-
sate the sagittal plane, we would be-
gin by releasing it along it's edges
near the center, i.e. the costal arch, the
sternum, and dorsal hinge, like in the
first hour. We would then decompen-
sate a major opposite, (right angle),
structural relationship to the sagittal
plane, i.e., a coronal/transverse axis,
the shoulder girdle. Then balance this
by work on the other major coronal /
transverse axis, (the hip), at the tro-
chanter. The earlier release along the
edge of the sagittal plane above the
hip is balanced by oppositional re-
lease on the sagittal edge behind the
coronal plane and below the hip on
the hamstrings. Continuing in oppo-
sitional symmetry we release the bot-
tom of the sagittal axisat theischia. As
inall hours, the back is included, and
finally a top of the sagittal axis is
loosened around the thoracic outlet.

In the second hour we release
another major transverse/coronal
axis, (the ankle) to provide a flexible
foundation for the work to follow.

Then to decompensate the oppo-
site of the edge of the sagittal plane, as
done in the first hour, we decompen-
sate the edge of the coronal plane
along the periphery toward the iliac
rest.

The fourth hour then continues
this pattern by decompensating the
inner part of the coronal plane along
the medial line and directs release
toward the “core” of the body.

Thefifthdecompensatesthe front
of the coronal plane, or the sagittal
edge from the knees and costal arch
toward the crossing of the psoas over
the pubes and continues release in the

The sixth decompensates theback
of the coronal plane from the soles of
the feet and the mid-back toward the
sacrum.

The seventh is opposite 3-4-5-6 in
that it decompensates the top of the

structure from the thoracle outlet up.

8 and 9 also generally reverse the
direction of hours 3-4-5-6 by working
from the middle, (iliac crest), toward
the ends.

10 relates the coronal/ transverse
hinges to one another as well as all of
the now more vertical structure to a
cleaner right angle to the ground.
Relating hinges takes on a different
meaningif seenincontextof theorgan
of form as mentioned above, where
joint becomes anywhere that isn't
bone. Horizontality thenbecomes vis-
ible throughout the structure.

Not only is there symmetry to be
found in the topographical order in
the recipe, it's symmetrical in time an
well. For all practical purposes, the
recipe occurs simultaneously. The
whole recipe can be viewed as one
ten-hour session divided intoten one-
hour sessions where each hour pre-
pares for those which follow while
continuing the process set in motion
by the preceding sessions.

hese principles designed into

the recipe form a basis for “see-
ing” the different degrees of order/
disorder that individual bodies have
managed to achieve on their own.
Without them, the multitude of stress
configurations found in un-Rolfed in-
dividuals would be too confusing to
form any clear basin for intervention.
Seeing that there were precious few
with the necessary charisma to over-
come this obstacle, Dr. Rolf created a
teaching system called grandma’s
recipe. She said on numerous occa-
sions that “if the recipe is practiced
long enough with sufficient attention
paid to what happens, the ability to
“see” what to do will emerge sponta-
neously”. Seeing the results of inter-
ventionisanon goinginteractiveedu-
cation of perception.
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Inmyauditing phase, I was privi-
leged to witness a complete ten hours
by Dr. Rolf where she literally spread
the tissue away from the lateral and
mediallinesand directed all herwork,
aswell as her words, into this modal-
ity while working with a paraplegic
with no volitional control below the
second or third thoracic. Attheend of
the series, he was sitting unassisted
on a backless bench with his feet on
theground. This clearly demonstrated
the effectiveness of this strategy as
well asthe reality that the passive organ
of form is self-supporting.

The discovery that the shape of
the organ of form is constantly com-
pensating, and that this process can
be beneficially manipulated brought
up the obvious question; What is the
frame of reference for introducing
change? Clearly it’s the orthogonal
coordinates established by the gravi-
tational field which the body uses to
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it'sownadvantage when self organiz-
ing it’s initial stress field. This pro-
vides yet another point of view for
interactive “seeing” through work
with structure. Seeking ways to pro-
vide individuals with what is needed
to remind them to volitionally self-
organize, so the passive organ of form
becomes a shape that’s self-support-
ing, as well as internally self-organiz-
ing. Seeing in terms of harmonizing
opposites helps in this cause.
Orthogonal harmony asa pointof
view can provide interesting insights
into human structure. For instance,
one can see how the multi-axial func-
tion of the shoulder serves as a com-
pensator for lateral balance, as can be
seen in the reflex to stick ones arms
outinthe coronal plane whenwalking
along it’s opposite, the sagittal plane
of the railroad rail. Although seldom
noticed this reflex is constantly active
and may account for the mediation of

shoulder symptoms from workon the
feet and ankles. One can also see how
the hip and head balance the spine in
unison from opposite ends. The head
is an articulating mass which pro-
vides inertia at the top of the spine for
the pelvistobalance the spineagainst,
muchin the way that the circus strong
man balances a long pole by simply
staying under the articulating mass of
the acrobat at the top. Also, thereisa
Tibetan meditation on the spine an if
itwere a green willow stick balancing
aball of mud onit’s top. Of course the
head and pelviscommunicate through
the spine all along it’s length as well.
All of the factors cited above, plus
literally as many as can be imagined,
are expressions of how the unity of
oppositesis fundamental to corporeal
existence.

There seem to be several defini-
tions of core and sleeve in Rolfing
lexicon. I prefer a definition of core
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laid downbyDr. Rolfinmyadvanced
class with her. Her definition at that
time was, “core is whatever it would
be impossible to live without". If we
look historically at all the parts
allopaths have cut off or out of pa-
tients, whichleft them stillliving, there
isn’t much left that can be called core,
by this definition.

I prefer to define the sleeve as the
intermediary between the core and
the environment. Trauma, as defined
above, would then be a product of
interaction with the environment. Be-
cause this interaction could be said to
be largely governed by the core state,
trauma can also emanate from ab-
stract memory, or other non-physical
relationships with the environment,
out into the sleeve and the stress field
as well. The question of the origin of
trauma is enigmatic. The recipe in
beautifully designed to cut through
such chicken-egg paradoxesby work-
ing with whatever we can get our
hands on.
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It's well to remember that core
and sleeve, as well as orthogonal, and
Fuller’sdescriptionsof form and space
are all made up symbolic representa-
tions that may bear no more resem-
blancetoactuality than that they work
pretty well most of the time. Flimsy as
they are, these definitions do serve a
useful purposeby settinglimitstoour
search for clean definitions in this
world of approximations and so can
steerusaway from taking ourritual of
naming things too seriously, or think-
ing that semantic distinctions are
somehow real.

Even if such distinctions are ac-
cepted, are core and sleeve distinct
enough, in thebody asiit is, to require
fundamentally opposite viewpoints
and approaches on the way to achiev-
ing stress harmony through the unifi-
cation of opposites? Or does their
integration require similar ap-
proaches? Is there a new paradigm
waiting to be revealed beyond the
limits of our present symbolic know-
ing?

hat are thelimits of structural

integration and where is ad-
vanced work leading us? Isadvanced
work simply integration on a deeper
and more harmonious level than that
achieved in the initial ten, or are we
searching for new possibilities and
potential lying latent in human struc-
ture? If so, will an exploration of the
limits of human structural mutability
make it necessary to seek a new
premise and intention? As we all
know, intention manifests almost too
quicklyand powerfully with after-ten
structure. As our understanding of
this potential evolves, so must our
paradigm. I'm currently interested in
the possibility that work with after-
ten structures could be a doorway
into ways of stimulating human evo-
lution on the scale of the individual
lifetime.

Whether or not this is possible, I
feel that all intervention will continue
to require a need for mindfulness of
the principles set out above.

Once the recipe has fundamen-
tallyaltered the dynamicsand quality
of the stress field, the need to perceive
structureasitis, becomes all the more
important. Intervention in an
individual’s ongoing changes must,
at least, coincide with their present
state on the road to either the initial,
optimum, or even the evolutionary
stress context.

Although balance and the unity
of opposites aren’t necessarily syn-
onymous, the idea of the unity of
opposites canbe expanded toinclude
more than work on the fabric of the
body. It's a way of maintaining mind-
fulness in every aspect of the art of
Rolfing interaction.

In my life/practice, all of this re-
quiresmeto trackmyowneverchang-
ing stress context, state of being and
frame of referenceby practicing mind-
ful maintenance and development
along the line. This means seeking
greater unification of opposites in all
I do. In other words, as in all else,
complete harmony of opposites is
found in accepting the essential sin-
gularity of existence, which obviously
includestheRolfing circumstance. Per-
ception of client structure, asitis, then
becomes “seeing” the entire Rolfing
circumstance, as it is, which can be
expressed as, a unified interactionbe-
tween non-separate beings in all of
that which is. Effectiveness can then
be said to hinge on the quality of
interaction, which greatly depends
on the degree of recognition of the
essential singularity of existence. Cir-
cular as this sounds, I know it to be
that which is, regardless of my persis-
tent perception of separateness. Allis
inevitably one, even if not perceived
as so. O



