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by joe muscolino body mechanics

The concept of muscle memory is vitally important in 
the world of massage and bodywork. Yet, there seems to 
be some controversy about what it is and how it works. 
To better understand this idea and its application to clin-
ical work, let’s explore the concept of muscle memory.

Practiced Repeatedly
Simply put, muscle memory describes the idea that the 
musculature of the body contracts in patterns, for both 
posture and motion of the body. And these patterns are 
memorized on some level, working without our con-
scious control. Hence, the term muscle memory. 
 There is little controversy surrounding the idea of 
memorized patterns of muscle contraction for movement. 
By practicing certain activities such as walking, swinging 
a tennis racquet, playing a piece of music on the piano, 
or driving a car while drinking a cappuccino and adjust-

ing the radio dial, we learn to execute these complex and 
coordinated activities with little or no input from the part 
of the brain that controls voluntary, willed muscle con-
tractions—the cerebral primary motor cortex.
 Instead, once a movement pattern has been initially 
learned in the cerebral motor cortex, it is transferred to 
the basal ganglia, located deeper within the brain. Con-
sequently, it’s possible for people to execute complex 
coordinated movement patterns while paying little or 
no attention, perhaps even thinking of something else 
entirely. Thinking in these terms, the concept of muscle 
memory as it relates to movement seems fairly straight-
forward: memorized movement patterns are stored in 
and released from the basal ganglia of the brain.

The Controversy
More controversial and more relevant to the world of 

what is muscle memory?

The posture 
of  our body 
is largely 
determined by 
the memorized 
pattern of  
baseline tone of  
the musculature 
of  our body.
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