
This book is dedicated to my mother, Jeanne, who never once told me to sit up straight.
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1

A history of the Alexander Technique

In this chapter you will learn:


	about the man himself – Frederick Matthias Alexander

	how he came to formulate his technique and how it worked for him

	his early history and how he became an actor

	the problems he suffered doing his one-man shows.




If people go on believing that they ‘know’ then it is impossible to eradicate anything – it becomes impossible to teach them.

F.M. Alexander



To understand the Alexander Technique fully it is essential to know how and why it came about. You may be tempted to skip this chapter, but I would seriously recommend that you don’t. Without knowing who Frederick Matthias Alexander was and how he developed his Technique, you could miss a lot of vital clues as to how it works.

Most books that concern therapies of one sort or another include case histories, but for the Alexander Technique the best case history is the man himself.



Insight

Frederick Matthias Alexander formulated the Alexander Technique as a result of his search for a solution for his persistent breathing and voice problems. Even as a young child he suffered from breathing problems. The Alexander Technique is not just for back problems but also has a profound effect on breathing problems, such as asthma, and a host of other ailments.


Alexander’s early history

Alexander was born into a poor family in Wynyard, Tasmania, in 1869. He was the eldest of eight children and grew up on a remote farm in north-west Tasmania. As a child he was weak and sickly and suffered from continual breathing problems. Today he may well have been diagnosed as asthmatic. At times he was too ill to attend school and was kept at home where he managed to learn whatever he could. Naturally, being at home a lot led to him growing up isolated from other children. From an early age he was individualistic and unorthodox and was labelled at that time as precocious.

From the age of about nine his health began to improve although he continued to stay at home. He began to learn how to manage horses, which his family bred, exercising them and training them. A passion for horses stayed with him throughout his life. He also began to show an interest in the theatre – it seemed a natural path for someone as confident and outgoing as Alexander to follow. Remember it was the 1870s, there was no television, not even radio, and he lived on a farm a long way away from the nearest neighbours, with seven younger brothers and sisters. What could be more natural than for him to become the entertainer for their benefit? Alexander discovered Shakespeare around this time and began to learn how to recite his favourite speeches. He set his heart on a life as an actor but in 1885, when he was still only 16, the family suffered a series of disastrous financial setbacks and Alexander had no choice but to look around for a regular job.
A YOUNG MAN IN MELBOURNE

Alexander had to take whatever was offered and found himself in the mining town of Mount Bischoff – as a clerk in a tin mine. Somehow he managed to stick at it, sending money home regularly, until three years later when he had managed to save enough to get himself to Melbourne. By now the family’s fortunes had revived somewhat and Alexander was able to use his savings to rent board and lodgings in the city and to pay for acting lessons. He also discovered a new passion for music.

He was 19 years old and living in a big city for the first time. He entered into the spirit of his new life completely. He went to the theatre as often as possible, mixed with other actors, visited art galleries, attended concerts, and even managed to organize his own amateur dramatic company.
CASUAL WORK

These were exciting times for the young actor. When he ran short of money he took casual jobs as and when he could find them – as a bookkeeper and a clerk, a store assistant and a tea-taster. He never managed to keep any job for very long for three reasons. First, he despised what he called ‘trade’; second, he suffered from a short fuse and a fairly violent temper; and third, he couldn’t be bothered to dedicate himself to any job for the simple reason that he knew he was going to be an actor – and a good one.



Insight

During his early twenties Alexander had established himself as a fine young actor with a considerable reputation. He developed a one-man show that was a mixture of dramatic and humorous recitals, but his speciality was still his Shakespearean presentations. Apart from his constant bouts of ill health, due again to his breathing problems, he was enjoying the beginnings of a successful and rewarding career as an actor.


SPEECHLESS

As his popularity began to grow and he was called upon more and more to give his one-man show, he began to suffer from a complaint that seemed utterly disastrous for an actor – he lost his voice.

The first few times it happened he was able to rest for a day or two and, when he had recovered his voice, he could continue with his shows. But the problem not only persisted, it actually began to get worse. He tried all the usual remedies of doctors’ prescriptions and throat medicine but nothing seemed to work. The more shows he did, the worse his voice got. He went to various voice teachers and doctors and the only cure was complete rest.

He gave up speaking completely, on one doctor’s advice, for two weeks. At the end of the fortnight his voice was back to normal and he gave a show that evening. Half-way through the show his voice went completely and he was forced to abandon the performance. The same doctor recommended that this time he give up speaking for a month. Alexander was not impressed. ‘Surely,’ he asked, ‘if my voice was all right at the beginning of the show but let me down half-way through then it must have been something I was doing that caused it to go?’ The doctor thought he might well be right but was unable to offer any further
The manner of doing










	He had a tendency to pull his head back and downwards thus tightening the muscles at the base of his neck.

	He tightened his throat muscles.

	He took a short deep breath.
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INHIBITION







Putting it all together




	Inhibiting the immediate response to speak and thus stopping the habits at source.

	Consciously projecting the primary control directions for the improved ‘use of self’ which were: letting the neck be free, letting the head go forwards and up, and allowing the back to lengthen and widen.

	Continuing to project these directions even while speaking.

	Just at the moment of speaking, stopping again to reconsider the decision, allowing the freedom not to speak or to do something else.
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The Alexander Technique today



Summary




	he tensed his neck causing his head to go back

	he tightened his throat muscles

	he took a short, deep breath.






	the manner of doing – how we develop the habits that precede movements

	not doing – the more we try to correct the faults, the worse we can make it; by not doing we can learn more

	primary control – the relationship between head, neck and torso influences the entire body

	inhibiting – old habits are stronger than the desire to change; before movement we have a choice whether we begin the movement or not.










	While you are sitting reading this, try folding your arms as you would do normally. How does it feel? Comfortable and relaxed? Now try folding your arms the opposite way – if you normally fold left over right, try right over left. Now how does it feel? Awkward and uncomfortable? Does one shoulder feel higher than the other? When you fold your arms normally one shoulder will be higher yet will still be comfortable. Doing it the other way round is neither better nor worse, right or wrong, it’s just different. But because it is not a habit it feels awkward.

	Now try standing up. Without looking, stand with your feet parallel and about 30 cm (12 in) apart. Now look down and see how accurate you were. Try doing it when you haven’t had time to think about it – it’s quite common to be either not parallel, or further apart or closer together than you think.

	Try standing next to a full-length mirror. Without looking in it (keep your eyes closed) adopt a position that feels comfortable. You don’t have to stand up straight or anything like that – just relax and stand comfortably. You don’t have to be facing the mirror. Now open your eyes and look at yourself. Are you looking as comfortable as you feel? Does your posture appear as relaxed as you thought it was with your eyes closed?

	Just before you begin to do something – fill the kettle, clean your teeth, etc. – stop before you do it and freeze. Now mentally check your body posture, especially your head and neck. Are you already craning forwards to begin the task? Have you tensed muscles you won’t need? Does the position you’ve frozen in feel comfortable? Could you now decide not to do what you were going to do? Could you now do something else? Could you hold the position you’re now in for a while or would it quickly become uncomfortable?




















Taking it further
General information on STAT

The Alexander Technique has been taught for over one hundred years. In 1958, the Society of Teachers of the Alexander Technique (STAT) was founded in the UK by teachers who were trained personally by F.M. Alexander. STAT’s first aim is to ensure the highest standards of teacher training and professional practice.

Teaching members of STAT:

 


	are registered (MSTAT) to teach the Technique after completing a three-year, full-time training course approved by the Society or one of the Affiliated Societies overseas. (List, and website links for, the Affiliated Societies are at: www.stat.org.uk/pages/affiliated.htm.)

	are required to adhere to the Society’s published Code of Professional Conduct and Competence, and are covered by professional indemnity insurance.



There are currently over 3,000 teaching members of STAT and its affiliated societies worldwide. Graduates of STAT training courses are assessed by a system of external moderation. The Society also runs a post-graduate programme of Continuing Professional Development.

STAT’s further aims are to promote public awareness and understanding of the Alexander Technique, and to encourage research. The Society publishes a regular newsletter (STATNews) and The Alexander Journal – details of the Society’s publications are at: www.stat.org.uk/pages/publications.htm.

STAT holds a national Annual Conference in June.
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Test your knowledge answers
Chapter 1

1 Alexander was weak and sickly as a child.

2 Alexander wanted to be an actor.

3 The three causes of his voice loss were:

a he tensed his neck muscles causing his head to go back

b he tightened his throat muscles

c he took a short deep breath.

4 Alexander solved his voice problems by ‘not doing’.

5 His concept of prime control is concerned with the relationship of the head and neck to the rest of the body.

6 No, he did not consider the ‘mental’ and ‘physical’ to be separate entities.

7 Alexander’s first book on the Alexander Technique was called Man’s Supreme Intelligence.

8 He died at the age of 86.
Chapter 2

1 Alexander’s conscious projections to establish primary control are:

a let the neck be free

b let the head go forwards and up

c let the back lengthen and widen.

2 When we rush ahead without enjoying the journey and focus on the end result it is called end gaining.

3 The concept of focusing on the means of doing rather than the end result is known as the means whereby.

4 Alexander’s concept of inhibition means learning to stop just before beginning to do or move.

5 The effect of gravity is that everything is continually being pulled down.

6 A stimulus is something that sets off a reaction.

7 Every part of our body has a specific function.
Chapter 3

1 Our ancestors developed the ‘fight-or-flight’ response.

2 Our pulse rate increases under stress.

3 Time is devoted to sitting down and standing up as these are activities that we do a lot.

4 The neck goes back when sitting without using the Alexander Technique.

5 To get up from the sofa move yourself forwards from the sitting position to the front edge of the sofa.

6 The two types of muscles are voluntary (postural) and involuntary (non-postural).

7 There are two systems of nerves in muscles.

8 Height usually increases as a result of practising the Alexander Technique.

9 If you cross your legs the postural muscles along one side of the body will be switched on, while the muscles on the other side will be switched off.

10 There are four stages of doing.

11 Children develop bad postural habits at school as they are told to ‘sit still’ in badly designed chairs.

12 When told to sit up straight we arch our back and throw our chest forwards.
Chapter 4

1 No, the Alexander Technique is suitable for everyone.

2 It is beneficial for both physiological and psychological problems.

3 Asthma can be helped by using the Alexander Technique.

4 The A type is impatient, ambitious and leading.

5 B types tend to live longer and have a calmer outlook.
Chapter 5

1 STAT stands for the Society of Teachers of the Alexander Technique.

2 An average lesson lasts about 30–45 minutes.

3 Your Alexander teacher may ask you to carry out some simple movements such as sitting down and standing up, lying down and getting up.

4 The semi-supine position allows maximum support and relief for the back.

5 STAT teachers have to complete a three-year full-time training course.
Chapter 6

1 The Alexander Technique is a system of postural re-education.

2 The term inhibition means stopping and thinking before making a movement.

3 Try the alignment exercise every morning and evening.

4 Your shoulder blades and buttocks should touch the wall all at the same time.

5 When we think we move our eyes.

6 Most people look down at their feet as they walk along.

7 You should scan the ground in front – about 3 m (10 ft) ahead of you.

8 Use the semi-supine twice a day for 15 minutes.
Chapter 7

1 The four stages of doing are:

a unconscious inefficiency

b conscious inefficiency

c conscious efficiency

d unconscious efficiency.

2 The three ways of doing something are:

a the way you would do it without thinking

b the way you would do it if you were thinking

c the way it’s designed to be done.

3 You should be at Stage 2.

4 You should sweep with a straight back.

5 The television set should be at a height where your eyes look straight ahead.

6 As we age we tend to sag.
Chapter 8

1 There are 33 bones in the spine.

2 The sacrum is five bones fused together.

3 The atlanto-occipital joint is found at the base of the skull.

4 A nerve cell is known as a neurone.

5 The common name for the femur is the thigh bone.

6 The bones are tightly held together at the joints by ligaments.

7 The seat should be more upright than sloped.

8 Our natural sitting position is squatting.

9 Wear soft-soled, low-heeled shoes out of doors and go barefoot at home.

10 When lifting a heavy object lift with your back and keep your knees bent.
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