 YOU CARRYING A PIANO ON YOUR BACK?                                             

IS YOUR LIFE A BURDEN? ARE YOU A BURDEN TO YOURSELF?

OR CAN YOU LEARN TO REGULATE THE EFFORT IN YOUR LIFE? 
Richard Adelman

“If you’re carrying a piano on your back and a fly lands on it you won’t feel it. But if you’re holding a feather and a fly lands on it you’ll be able to notice the difference.”                                                                                            Moshe Feldenkrais
What if we were able to accomplish the same things in our life but with less effort?

This would be a plus: it could be emotionally-liberating and also benefit our physical health. We might be able to feel “lighter” in our bodily and mental attitudes. But before exploring these possibilities, let’s take a look into the mystery of effort itself.
Effort is a complex phenomenon. It has many fascinating and paradoxical aspects. Effort pervades our lives even when, as often happens, it goes unrecognized by ourselves or others. While we may admire people who are able to sustain heroic efforts, we are awed by the “effortless” grace of other people. 
In fact it takes a concerted effort to learn to execute a martial art or dance form or play a musical instrument with apparent effortlessness. A person who is interested in learning to refine (and thereby reduce) the effort in his life needs a form and a discipline in order to do so… and this in itself requires a commitment and sustained effort.
Being a hard-working, responsible person is a part of many people’s identities. Trying hard is a way to demonstrate that one is an earnest person and to avoid being dismissed as a “flake”. One wants to be taken seriously. People can be rewarded just for pretending to make an effort. This often starts in primary school.
In many life situations we feel called upon to sustain great efforts for long periods of time, even years. Most of us, at least until mid-life, are in a relatively high state of effort in our worklives. As we age our body may invite or compel us to moderate and soften this pattern. Making this transition is difficult for some people and can even  precipitate a mid-life crisis.  
In any case, the issue of sustaining effort is intriguing. The act of sustaining effort in itself can be stimulating. It can energize and enliven us, giving us a presence in the world. In this way making effort sometimes can be intrinsically rewarding or satisfying. This may be true regardless of whether our efforts succeed or fail in an objective sense; we can always say we “gave it our best shot.” 
We have to deal with the issue of how to manage our efforts: How do we recognize how much is enough, when it is time to back off and step-down our effort or to quit? It can be very difficult to know this—or to know it before it is too late. One answer is that it may depend on what is our actual capacity--that is, how much stress or self-abuse can our system tolerate and still retain the resiliency to restore itself? Too much is too much.
We may be unable to foresee if a particular effort will succeed if we persist just a little longer or if it is doomed to failure in any case. Learning to distinguish between determination and overdetermination, useful and compulsive effort, is maybe part of the art of living well.
An aspect of effort which is significant in my profession is the stress required to live with acute or chronic pain. Depending upon its severity, adjustments may have to be made in one’s everyday postures and movements, and various activities may need to be modified or eliminated in order to manage this pain. Sometimes people struggle to deny their pain or to conceal it from themselves or others. This may take lots of effort; feelings of isolation, shame, humiliation, and anger can result. And then there is the effort needed to live with those emotions. 

I have been involved in these issues as a musician (Afro-Cuban percussion), music teacher, and somatic educator since 1970. The core belief of somatic educators is that there is hope. We can improve the quality of our lives due to our human capacity for learning. We can form new responses and reorganize our behavior. 
You do not have to accept as inevitable the accustomed regimen of effort, fatigue, and aches and pains in your life. Change begins paradoxically by first not trying to change, but by starting where you are-- becoming more intimate with how you habitually organize your actions. You can learn to feel your body from the inside, to distinguish how you may be using or mis-using yourself. Based on this self-knowledge (called “self-contact” in Somatic Psychology) you can evolve more functional patterns in harmony with your actual structure.   

The quote by Moshe Feldenkrais which begins this article is an amusing but profound comment on our perceptual processes. It was his humorous way of communicating the essence of a principal of Psychophysics (a branch of Psychology) called the Weber-Fechner Law. According to this law, the amount of change in a stimulus required for us to be able to notice a difference is proportionate to the strength of the original stimulus.
Let’s say we can distinguish a difference of one-fortieth in a change of weight of an object that we are holding. This means that we would recognize an increase in weight of one pound in a 40-pound object, but would discern a difference of one gram in an object weighing 40 grams! When Feldenkrais wrote about this in his first book in 1948 he posited that people who are particularly accomplished in a physical skill may be those with a heightened kinesthetic sense. This means their ability to perceive subtle differences in effort enables them to fine-tune their movements to a higher degree than ordinary people.
Feldenkrais himself was an Israeli physicist and pioneering martial artist who developed his Method in the 1940´s while successfully teaching himself to live with a disabling, inoperable knee injury. Medically speaking, the Feldenkrais Method is a very gentle form of movement reeducation and therapy which addresses a wide variety of neuromuscular and neurological disorders. 
We can understand it also as a form of gracefulness-training through which people learn to move more smoothly, gracefully, and effortlessly—after the manner of a cat or a judo master. Through this Method anyone, of any age or ability, from stroke patients to athletic champions, can attain a relative reduction of effort and improvement in their movement quality. 

How is this change brought about? It is well-established scientifically that our postures and movements are governed by how our nervous system uses our muscles to stabilize or move our bones and regulates this process through elaborate feedback networks. The Feldenkrais Method reprograms these movement patterns in your brain in order to refine this sensory-motor process.  
This is accomplished through two modalities: (1) fully-clothed tablework involving gentle educated touch and (2) slow, gentle, pleasurable floorwork movement sequences. These processes can dramatically reduce the implicit effort--always present, but rarely felt—in our everyday sitting and standing postures. Lowering the background neuromusculoskeletal activity involved in sustaining these postures can make any life activity feel lighter and easier.

One of my clients, Joel Beck, an M. D. and violinist, reported being “amazed and delighted at how fast I was getting relief for chronic muscular spasms in my back.”  In the words of Corey Fisher, actor, and a founder of the Traveling Jewish Theatre, “Beside relieving my shoulder pain, Richard’s work gave me a sense of inner spaciousness, allowing me to feel more deeply my own body.” 
Mark Shafarman, a computer programmer and amateur pianist and sitarist, told me that I was the first person who was ever able to help him to slow himself down. As a result, in his conga drumming and Feldenkrais lessons with me he learned that, in his words, “music-making is a kinesthetic experience”, something he had not recognized in 40 years of playing the piano. Internationally-known percussionist and anthropologist Javier Cabrera Jasso of Xalapa, Veracruz, described my work as follows: “He reaches a body’s essence, its deepest secrets, through minimal movement of the highest concentration and joy. Richard is a healer without potions.”         

The essence of my approach to body awareness education is to reduce the effort/intensity/tempo of your movements in order to magnify subtle body sensations. This enables you to enter deeply into the experience of how you effort, to appreciate smaller increments. How is your effort initiated? Where in your body are tension patterns first invoked? While sustaining or intensifying effort how and where do you recruit more muscles, involving more of yourself? Are you overefforting or underefforting? 
What are you presuming about how much effort you need? Do you habitually and unconsciously assume that everything you do requires a great effort? How do you brace and stiffen yourself (and maybe hold your breath) in order to prepare for a difficult endeavor? Is this simply your preparation for a specific challenge, or is this rigidity actually your life stance itself? Or maybe you have a different pattern. Perhaps you hunker, grab, and compact yourself in preparation to act. Or maybe you begin to collapse or withdraw in discouragement even as you start. 

You might want to ask yourself, Am I carrying a piano on my back?   

Richard Adelman (MA Psychology) has 50 years experience with the Feldenkrais Method and Somatic Formative Psychology and is also certified in Pilates for rehabilitation. He is a member of the internationalformativepsychologyinstitute.com He maintains a private and group practice in Feldenkrais Awareness Through Movement, hands-on bodywork, and equipment-based Gentle Pilates, with a central focus on Aging Gracefully for Seniors.
He sees patients for Feldenkrais hands-on therapy and personalized movement instruction at his office in Centro and at their homes. He teaches weekly Feldenkrais classes for Seniors in various locations—please call for details-- and gives hands-on work at the TOSMA Saturday market at Mercado Sano. 
´

Cell and whats/app: 415 197 7895   richardadelman@gmail.com     Facebook                                 
