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Praise for
FREE YOUR FASCIA

“If you want to feel better, look better, be happier, and feel younger, this book is a must-read. In it, Dr. Fenster tells you why freeing your fascia is vital to leading an energetic, pain-free life—and he tells you, step by step, just how to do it.”

— Dr. Fabrizio Mancini, America’s #1 healthy-living media expert, world-renowned chiropractor, international best-selling author and speaker, business consultant, and president emeritus of Parker University

“As a master’s certified practitioner of Active Release Techniques, it is refreshing to read a book that understands the importance of fascia. This is an area of soft-tissue rehabilitation that cannot be overlooked in the treatment of pain syndromes. Dr. Daniel Fenster has done an outstanding job. Kudos!”

— Christopher Anselmi, DC, ART

“In this exciting and informative book, Dr. Daniel Fenster introduces you to one of the most important and mysterious organs in your body—the fascia. He teaches you how to optimize your fascia, improving your flexibility, mobility, and ultimately your overall health.”

— Dana Cohen, M.D.

“Having known Dr. Daniel Fenster professionally for over 30 years and seen the success of his work, this book is the grand culmination of those years. His comprehensive approach to understanding and treating fascia is second to none.”

— Oz Garcia, nutritionist

“Fascia is a very important subject in exercise, and this book examines fascia thoroughly.“

— Harley Pasternak, nutrition expert and celebrity trainer
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YOU CAN HEAL YOUR LIFE, the movie, starring Louise Hay & Friends

(available as an online streaming video)
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starring Dr. Wayne W. Dyer

(available as an online streaming video)

www.hayhouse.com/the-shift-movie
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Cancer-Free with Food: A Step-by-Step Plan with 100+ Recipes to Fight Disease, Nourish Your Body & Restore Your Health by Liana Werner-Gray

End Chronic Disease: The Healing Power of Beliefs, Behaviors, and Bacteria by Kathleen DiChiara

Stop Pain: Inflammation Relief for an Active Life by Vijay Vad, M.D.

The Tapping Solution for Pain Relief: A Step-by-Step Guide to Reducing and Eliminating Chronic Pain by Nick Ortner

The Yass Method for Pain-Free Movement: A Guide to Easing through Your Day without Aches and Pains by Dr. Mitchell Yass


All of the above are available at your local bookstore, or may be ordered by visiting:

Hay House USA: www.hayhouse.com®
Hay House Australia: www.hayhouse.com.au
Hay House UK: www.hayhouse.co.uk
Hay House India: www.hayhouse.co.in
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FOREWORD

When I started working as a health and nutrition coach at Complete Wellness in 2017, I was initially drawn in by their philosophy of being a “one-stop shop” for a wide variety of health concerns. In my years here, I have witnessed truly amazing health outcomes that far exceeded patients’ initial expectations. People with chronic pain—many of whom visited doctor after doctor for years, or even decades, with no results—have walked out of our clinic pain-free. Patients who were self-medicating with drugs or alcohol have conquered their addictions as we eased the crippling pain that had devastated their lives. People who could barely walk have returned to biking and jogging. Athletes have not only healed rapidly from injuries but also increased their speed, strength, and agility.

The simple reason behind these success stories is Complete Wellness’s patient-focused, holistic approach to health care. As the clinic director, Dr. Fenster guides over a dozen experts to consider each patient as a whole and offer integrative health-care plans rather than singling out and treating symptoms in a piecemeal fashion. In fact, the traditional, symptom-based approach often overlooks a vital aspect of a person’s health: your fascia.

If you’ve never heard of the fascia—or think it’s mostly useless bits of connective tissue—get ready to have your eyes opened. Dr. Fenster has shown me that this mysterious organ plays a crucial role in keeping you pain-free, energetic, and happy. That’s why I’m thrilled that he’s chosen to distill all his knowledge on this important topic in this book, along with the latest research from his interviews with leading experts in the field. Within these pages, you’ll find a simple guide to what fascia is, how to assess your own fascial health, and how to support your body with nutrition, at-home therapies, and professional aid.

Stagnant, locked-up fascia can cause a host of problems, including chronic pain, anxiety, sexual problems, and possibly even cancer. Dr. Fenster gives you the knowledge and tools you need to free your fascia—either on your own or with the help of experts—to effect healing on a deeper level than you may have ever experienced.

So if you’re ready to join the fascia revolution and achieve the peak physical and mental health you deserve . . . read on!

— Liana Werner-Gray,
health researcher, nutrition coach, and best-selling
author of The Earth Diet and Cancer-Free with Food


PART I

MEET YOUR “MYSTERY” ORGAN

In this section, I’ll introduce you to the most important organ you’ve never heard of—your fascia. First, I’ll tell you where this organ is (hint: it’s everywhere) and why taking care of it is crucial. After that, I’ll describe how fascia gets “sick.” Finally, I’ll offer a quiz you can take to determine how healthy or unhealthy your own fascia is.


CHAPTER 1

WHAT IS FASCIA—AND WHY HAVEN’T YOU HEARD OF IT?

Did you know that there’s an organ hiding in plain sight inside your body? In fact, it’s the largest organ in your body, running from the top of your head to the soles of your feet. It weaves around and through every single structure in your body. Virtually everything you do, from walking to running a marathon to recovering from an injury, involves this organ.

Yet there’s a good chance you’ve never heard of it.

This organ is your fascia—the least studied, least appreciated organ in the body—and if you’ve never heard about it, you’re not alone. In fact, it’s the one organ that doctors barely study in medical school.

It’s true that you (and your doctors) do know about bits and pieces of the fascia: for instance, the tendons in your arms, the membranes that surround your brain, and the plantar fascia in your feet. But here’s what nearly everyone, including doctors, has missed for centuries: the fascia is a single, unified organ—one interconnected, coordinated system!

Why did this big organ remain hidden for centuries? Historically, doctors thought of fascia largely as inert packing material—a biological version of Styrofoam peanuts. Surgeons, for their part, simply cut the fascia out and tossed it away, viewing it as “the stuff that gets in the way of the good stuff.” Even anatomists missed the big picture because they generally work on cadavers that are preserved, a process that turns the soft, delicate, water-permeated web-work of the fascia into dry, brittle sticks. When the fascia dies and dries, it takes its secrets with it.

This explains why the fascial system wasn’t even recognized in the medical literature until recently. In addition, it explains why your elementary school anatomy lessons taught you about the heart and the liver and the lungs and the brain—but you never heard the word fascia.

Now, however, medical science is looking at the fascia with brand-new respect. With the help of computer technology to map fascia’s secrets, high-magnification videos taken during surgeries, and autopsies performed on fresh cadavers, we’re waking up to the power and importance of the fascia in health and wellness.


Viewing the Living Fascia

In 2015, doctors at Beth Israel Medical Center examined living tissue using a new technology called probe-based confocal laser endomicroscopy, which combines a camera-holding probe with a tissue-illuminating laser and sensors that analyze the reflected fluorescent patterns. Using the technology to look at a patient’s bile duct, they saw something they didn’t expect: a series of interconnected cavities that didn’t match any previously known anatomy. Later, when another doctor made slides of the dead tissue, the mysterious cavities had disappeared.

The researchers realized what had happened: the spaces in the biopsy slides, previously dismissed as tears in the tissue, were actually the remains of fluid-filled compartments—fascia—that collapsed after death.1



[image: Three grayscale microscopic images of skin cross-sections. Left panel shows layered tissue with a dark, textured upper region and lighter lower region scattered with large, clear, irregularly shaped areas marked by asterisks. Upper right panel displays a similar textured epidermal layer with denser mid-to-lower tissue and no asterisks. Lower right panel shows uniform epidermal layering with small, regularly spaced black structures beneath it. No printed or handwritten text appears in the image beyond the asterisks.]

Left: Image of fresh-frozen bile duct; the dark bands are collagen bundles.

Upper right: Image of normally processed and fixed bile duct tissue from the same patient, showing that the spaces have collapsed and the collagen bundles have adhered to each other.

Lower right: Image of the fixed specimen, stained; the thin spaces between collagen layers (arrows) show fluid-filled spaces in the living tissue that are almost completely collapsed.

In recent years, we’ve discovered that the fascia isn’t just inert “filler.” Instead, it’s a single, interconnected web of tissue that surrounds and penetrates every organ, every muscle, every bone. We now know that fascia runs throughout the entire body and that it’s incredibly active biologically.

While fascia is often referred to as connective tissue—a phrase that implies that it’s simply connecting more important parts of the body—we now understand that it’s as critical as any other organ system. This is a new paradigm in medical science, in a field in which new paradigms don’t emerge every day, and it’s taken even experts in anatomy by surprise.

Sue Hitzmann, creator of the MELT Method, told me that she was stunned back in the early 2000s when—after earning a master’s degree in exercise science and anatomy at NYU—she participated in a dissection with famed anatomist Gil Hedley and first understood that the fascia was a continuum. “I went back to NYU,” she laughs, “and I told them I wanted my money back. I said, ‘How can you give me a master’s and not even tell me there’s another system in the body?’”

As for me, I was in school 35 years ago, long before the fascia revolution began. However, I remember the exact time, early in my training, when my own “aha” moment occurred—well before fascia became a mainstream word.

I was in a weekend seminar, learning a soft tissue technique called Nimmo (after Raymond Nimmo, its inventor). Dr. Sheila Laws, the instructor for the seminar, showed us how to hold a trigger point. I had a headache that day, and when someone held a trigger point at the base of my skull, the headache vanished.

Up until that time, I’d focused on the basic tenet of chiropractic: if there is a bone out of alignment, it can irritate a nerve. Adjust the position or mobility of the bone, and you can alleviate the nerve pain. But there’s no adjustment involved in Nimmo, which simply involves applying pressure to a trigger point. This opened my eyes to a whole new world, and to the importance of soft tissue—what we now call fascia.

Later, in the mid-’90s, I went to work with Jim and Phil Wharton, who wrote a classic in the bodywork field, The Whartons’ Stretch Book. As their clinic director, I started to learn about Active Isolated Stretching and the work of Aaron Mattes (see Chapter 4) and incorporated that into my practice. Now I was adding trigger point therapy and stretching to my chiropractic adjustments, and my results just took off.

So I joined the fascia revolution very early on. While I didn’t yet understand just how remarkable the fascia is, I knew I was on to something big. Over the next two decades, I began to grasp how big when I discovered that as a body-wide organ, the fascia affects how everything in the body functions. That’s why at Complete Wellness NYC, the top pain-management center in Manhattan, where I am the clinic director, we bring together many different fascia therapies (also known as fascial or myofascial therapies). Specialties include acupuncture, yoga, chiropractic, and more—anything that promotes myofascial healing—because we know that healthy fascia is crucial for a healthy body.

Fortunately, as our knowledge about fascia evolves, more and more health-care practitioners are recognizing this, and they are translating their new knowledge into practice. Professional and Olympic athletes are using fascial treatments both to heal injuries and to take their performance to new levels. Yoga, fascia rolling, and massage therapy are exploding among health-conscious people who want to stay flexible, graceful, and strong. And millions of people who’ve lived in agony for years because of intractable pain are finding relief via fascial interventions.

Fascia is shaking up the scientific world as well and altering our most fundamental beliefs about the human body. It’s revolutionizing our ideas about pain, health, and wellness.

WHAT EXACTLY IS FASCIA?

The answer to this question is complex because the fascia has many facets. While it’s true that your fascia is one organ, it’s an organ with multiple personalities. All fascia contains the same basic components (we’ll talk about that in just a minute), but fascial tissue can take on different forms—for instance, sheets, bands, and webs—to perform different jobs.

The shape your fascia chooses for a job basically depends on the amount and direction of the physical pressure and demand you put on it. That’s why tendons are tough bands, while the fascia under your skin is weblike and flexible and the fascia around your organs is a little like plastic wrap.

By the way, while you probably didn’t realize it, you’ve already seen lots of fascia when you’ve looked at animal products. For instance, the silvery-white membranous material on the underside of chicken skin and the thin marbling running through a steak are both fascia. But these are just some of the forms that fascia can take.

The following examples show different forms that fascia can take, depending on the demands placed on them.

[image: Close-up, grayscale image of a semi-translucent, stretchy substance being pulled upward, with fibrous striations and glistening surface texture.]

Fascia from a turkey knee
© Fascia Research Society. Photography by Thomas Stephan.

[image: Grayscale close-up of a stretchy, semi-translucent material forming thin, web-like membranes with several irregular openings.]

Fascia from a bull leg tendon
© Fascia Research Society. Photography by Thomas Stephan.

[image: Grayscale close-up of a textured surface with subtle vertical striations and densely packed fine ridges on the left side.]

Fascia from a turkey thigh
© Fascia Research Society. Photography by Thomas Stephan.

[image: Grayscale close-up of a gelatinous, translucent substance forming thin, arched sheets with cavities and embedded bubble-like shapes.]

Fascia from a pig brain (meninges)
© Fascia Research Society. Photography by Thomas Stephan.

In your own body, you have multiple layers of fascia. Look under your skin, and you’ll find the superficial fascia, a delicate sheath that envelops you from head to toe like a wetsuit.

Go farther in, and you’ll find the deep fascia, which surrounds and shapes each muscle and bone and forms the tough, stringy tendons. Finally, you’ll reach the visceral fascia—the layers that wrap around your organs, giving them shape and holding them in place.

Now take an even closer look. You’ll see that the fascia doesn’t just surround your bones and muscles; it penetrates them. What’s more, it wraps around every cell in your body.

In short, think of your fascia as “bags within bags within bags.” Another way to view it is to picture an orange, with its outer peel, its inner sections, and its juice-filled pockets within the sections corresponding to the superficial, deep, and visceral fascia.

[image: Labeled grayscale illustration of a citrus fruit cross-section, used metaphorically to depict layers of fascia: superficial fascia, deep fascia, and visceral fascia.]

Visualization of the layers of fascia

WHAT MAKES UP THE FASCIA?

It’s an oversimplification, but you can think of fascia as a liquid-filled mesh made of strings of collagen (the body’s most common structural protein) and elastin (a protein that makes tissues snap back after stretching), along with a clear gel called ground substance. Picture the fascia as a bath sponge (the collagen and elastin strands) soaked through and through with runny gelatin (the ground substance). The fibers and ground substance make up what’s called your extracellular matrix.

Within the fascia, you’ll also find cells called fibroblasts. There aren’t many of them compared to the numbers of cells in other tissues, but they’re hard workers. Fibroblasts manufacture the collagen, elastin, and other fibers within the fascia, as well as other crucial molecules. As if that job weren’t big enough, they’re also in charge of cleaning, repairing, and replacing any damaged parts of the fascia—a big task, since about half of the collagen fibers in your fascia get replaced each year. (The building blocks for this replacement process come from your diet, which is why food is so important to fascia health—more about this in Chapters 2 and 7.)

There are other inhabitants of the fascia, but one in particular that I want to mention is hyaluronic acid (yes, the same acid that’s in antiwrinkle creams—and the same acid that doctors inject into arthritic knees). Hyaluronic acid, also called hyaluronan, lubricates the ground substance, much like a biological version of WD-40. While it may fight wrinkles on the outside of your skin, it has a much more important job inside your fascia: keeping it from becoming “sticky” so it can glide freely, allowing you to be pain-free and move with strength and grace.

WHAT DOES THE FASCIA DO?

Fascia experts compare the fascia to Superman: at first glance, you think it’s just Clark Kent, but when you look more closely, you find out it’s a superhero. In fact, far from simply being “packing material,” your fascia plays as big a role in your body as your heart, your brain, and your lungs. Here are some of its roles:

It allows the parts of your body to glide over, under, and around each other. Did you ever wonder why you can move with ease and grace—why your skin, bones, muscles, and nerves can all move fluidly when you walk, run, or do any kind of exercise? The reason is that the layers of your fascia glide when you move. In fact, when your fascia is healthy, it can glide up to 75 percent of its length.

It holds everything in place. Fascia anchors and contains your organs, bones, muscles, and blood vessels, making sure they stay where they belong. Without it, your skeleton would just be a pile of bones, and your organs would pool together indiscriminately.

It holds and moves water. Remarkable videos taken by pioneering fascia researcher Dr. Jean-Claude Guimberteau demonstrate that the fascia stores water and transports it throughout the body. In one video, you can actually see drops of water running down the strands of collagen in the fascia, like dew dripping down a spider web.

It’s a body-wide communication network. Your fascia sends every part of your body constant information about your position, your movements, and your internal milieu. Your fascia contains 10 times more sensory nerve endings than your muscles, making it one of the body’s most powerful sensory organs. This explains why problems in the fascia are often the real cause of pain blamed solely on your muscles.

It connects every part of your body to every other part of your body. Picture your fascia as

















Tom Myers: Fascia as Fabric


How do you view fascia?


Why is this concept of fascia so new?



How much awareness of fascia is there in the medical community?


What kinds of changes do you see in patients after a bodywork session?




THE PHYSICAL BENEFITS OF FASCIA THERAPY






	Lower blood pressure. Multiple studies show that massage, which releases the fascia, can cause significant decreases in blood pressure.6 In addition, new research shows that Kinesio taping—a simple form of fascia therapy I’ll discuss in Chapter 8—can lower blood pressure and reduce cardiac vagal tone in people with hypertension, with benefits lasting at least five days after each session.7

	Better sleep. Research shows that fascial release via massage can improve the quality of sleep for both children and adults and can improve sleep in infants by easing symptoms of colic.8

	Fewer premenstrual symptoms. Massage therapy can enhance mood and decrease premenstrual pain. In one study, for instance, researchers assigned 24 people with premenstrual dysphoric disorder to a massage therapy group or a relaxation therapy group.9 They found that the massage group showed decreases in anxiety, depressed mood, and pain immediately after the first and last massage sessions. Other effects of massage therapy included reductions in water retention and overall menstrual distress.

	An easier pregnancy. Research shows that mothers receiving massage therapy have shorter labors, a shorter hospital stay, less predelivery anxiety, and less postpartum depression.10 Remarkably, one study showed that women who received massage therapy had labors that were on average three hours shorter, with less need for medication.11

	Better bladder control. Doctors report that fascial release is an effective treatment for interstitial cystitis and urinary urgency.12

	Relief from gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD). Researchers in Spain performed either myofascial release therapy or a sham therapy on 30 patients with GERD. They report that myofascial release therapy led to fewer GERD symptoms, a better quality of life, and reduced use of proton pump inhibitors such as Nexium, Losec, and Prevacid.13

	Relief from dizziness. Dry needling, a form of fascia therapy, can help to relieve cervical vertigo—one of the most common forms of chronic dizziness.14

	Weight loss. When you’re flexible and pain-free, exercise is easy rather than difficult, so you move more and burn more fat. Healing your fascia also improves your circulation and makes it easier for your body to flush out toxins, boosting your metabolism and promoting weight loss.

	Better posture. Fascia therapy releases the triggers that distort your posture, fixing imbalances caused by anything from “wallet butt” (from sitting on a fat wallet) to “toddler back” (from carrying kids on one hip). It can even help with more serious posture problems; for instance, studies show that people with scoliosis (a sideways curve of the spine) or postural hyperkyphosis (an exaggerated front-to-back curve of the upper spine) have less spinal curvature after fascia therapy.15






Case Study 1: The Weekend Warrior







Case Study 2: The Reeling Runner






THE MENTAL BENEFITS OF FASCIA THERAPY









Dr. Robert Schleip: “Gut Feelings” and More


What is interoception?



How can fascial work impact interoception?




How can a therapist focus on interoception?


What is the emotional component of interoception?



How have you seen bodywork therapies evolve as we’ve learned more about the fascia?
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