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AO JOINT EXERCISES

"For every sound we can conceive, there is only one coordination of 
movements that creates it. If movement in our bodies is pinched or 
tense, our sounds will be pinched or tense. Conversely, if the 
movement is free and easy, our sounds will be free and easy." 

David Nesmith, "What Every Musician Needs to Know About the 
Body"

It's so incredibly important to remember that your entire body is your 
instrument. Your awareness must expand beyond your embouchure 
and fingers; those are rarely the root of any problems!

There is a special joint at this intersection called the AO (atlanto-occipital) joint, which is
located right between the ears.
To find your AO joint, point your index fingers into your ear holes keeping your fingers
parallel to the ground. 
You are now pointing right at the joint. 
Now, walk your fingers up over the soft muscle tissue of the back of your neck until you get
to a hard bony ridge and keep your fingers there. 
With your other hand, place your thumb gently under your top teeth and rock your head
back and forth like a teeter-totter; notice that it’s moving from the center, right between
your ears. 
This is your AO joint and it's important to preserve flexibility in the joint as you play, or
even when you are simply sitting, or working. 
If you are balanced, your AO joint will be free and you will minimize tension.

To ensure that your neck isn't tense and your head is a point of balance, try this body mapping
exercise: 

Checking in when you're playing and seeing if you can freely move your head is crucially
important! If the instrument is in the wrong position, this will be very difficult to do. 

Exercise 1
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Tighten the muscles in the back of your neck very slightly so the chin goes up a little and hold 

for a few seconds. 

Then, while being aware of your whole body all at once and thinking of the centrality of this 

joint, release the meck muscles and allow your head to flota up while your chin foats down. 

Notice the feeling in the rest of your spine -- you may feel a response all the way down to your 

tailbone, or perhaps just a few vertebrae down. 

The more often you do this, the more likely you are to feel the response in your whole spine. 

Identify, locate and free this joint many times per day! 

Here's another exercise, suggested by Liisa Ruoho (Flute Lecturer and Body Mapping Coach at 

Sibelius Academy)

And... before you play!

Exercise 2
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