What is tensegrity and how does it relate to the body?

Tensegrity is currently a popular term being talked about in almost every somatic field. 
The word tensegrity is a combination of two words – tension and integrity. It refers to the strength or integrity of structures as being based on the balance of tension and compression components. The word was first coined by Kenneth Snelson, then popularized by Buckminster Fuller and now appears in many places including in the work I teach, Tom Myers’ Anatomy Trains. Once the principles are understood, and felt in the body they evoke a lightness and efficiency in movement. 

I took this picture below while on holiday in Europe. It shows a portion of one of Snelson’s sculptures (part of a 130 foot tall mast). Notice that the metal poles don’t touch, but remain stable in relation to their neighbors. The shape is maintained not by rigid joints but by a balance of tension across the entire structure.
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So let’s see if we can make the leap from the metal and wire of Snelson’s sculpture, to the human body.  A tensegrity structure is one that contains ‘continuous tension members (the wires) and discontinuous compression members (the metal poles) and operates with maximum efficiency’. The first two parts of this definition can be simply applied to human anatomy. The bones act as discontinuous compression members. In the ideal state they get very very close but don’t actually touch each other. They are literally floating in a sea of myofascia. The tension component of the anatomy can be understood by reading Tom Myers’ book Anatomy Trains. Myers describes the reality that myofascia is continuous across bones and joints, and that it transmits tensional forces across the entire structure. Rather than seeing the body as a collection of individual muscles we can grasp the tensegrity concept by understanding that the myofascia is arranged in, and behaves in, lines of pull. The final part of this definition is the goal of Structural Integration. To balance the myofascial system, such that the body can operate with maximal efficiency. In this state of maximal efficiency, or tensegrity  all the bodies tasks, from the biggest movements to the microscopic physiology can be performed optimally.
