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About the Book

A basic definition of the Alexander Technique would be how to perform every activity or maintain every posture with the minimum amount of energy. The Alexander Technique teaches us how to release unnecessary muscular tension and realign the posture as we perform our everyday activities.

Over 100 years ago E.M. Alexander pioneered his concept of Body/Mind unity. This is the first book to explain the Alexander Technique in terms of energy flow and how we can direct energy with our thoughts. It is also the first book to look at the psychological and spiritual implications of the Alexander Technique and how we can work with our innate Body Wisdom for inner guidance.


About the Author

Born 1954 in Kingston, Jamaica, Alex Maunder ran a vegetarian restaurant in Copenhagen before qualifying as an Alexander Technique Teacher with Yehuda Kuperman in Basel, Switzerland. He has been a full-time teaching member of the Society of Teachers of the Alexander Technique since 1988.
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Dedicated to my wife, Andrea, for all her love and support, and to my four beautiful children. Also to my ever-living guru, Paramahansa Yogananda, for his inspiration, love and immortal wisdom.

“Everyone has self-limiting idiosyncrasies. These were not put into your nature by God, but were created by you. These are what you must change – by remembering that these habits, peculiar to your nature, are nothing but manifestations of your own thoughts.”

(Paramahansa Yogananda)


Foreword

WRITER’S BLOCK
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I HAVE BEEN meaning to write this book for a long time, its been one of my projects that I never seem to get around to. I manage to write the book plan, but the book itself gets put off. There are delays from the publisher’s side (which I gratefully accept) there are always more important things to do and suspiciously the weeks lengthen into months and years and there is still no sign of “The Book”.



Until one day I wake up and realise – I’m suffering from writer’s block. This isn’t right. I mean I’m meant to be showing people how the Alexander Technique can be a way to health, happiness, mental clarity and success and I can’t even help myself to write a book! It’s a bit embarrassing really.

So I repeat “Let the neck be free, to let the head go forward and up, to let the back lengthen and widen” endlessly to myself, like a mantra, until I begin to feel quite comfortable and less worried and even less inclined to write The Book. I begin to feel quite hopeless.

I think it’s just lack of willpower – I should get up earlier, get more focused, drink more tea or coffee and work longer hours, but still the aim of my willpower fails to hit its objective, as if an invisible force field were deflecting it. I begin to realise that there is an internal saboteur at work, a part of the personality that wishes to keep me feeling stuck and full of fear. Unless and until I work with reconciling and reintegrating this part of myself all my efforts will be in vain.

So I retire to a quiet room to work on myself. I know that this routine will take about 20 minutes of my time but that I will come away feeling immeasurably refreshed and revitalised. The whole day will be different, with a clearer mental focus and energy flow. At the end of the day more will get done and the quality of the work will have been higher than if I had just forced myself to work towards my goal, ignoring all the signs of resistance and the blocked energy flow in my mind and body.

Sitting comfortably in a well-supported arm chair I decide to work with myself as a psycho-physical being. I need to stop being so goal orientated and work with understanding and transforming the physical and emotional blockages before I can get more energy and more mental focus. So I take time to focus on my physical sensations first of all and how that is making me feel. The most immediate sensation I notice is that my body feels very hard and tight, constricted with fear. It is almost as if I feel powerless to move or act and my worst fear is that I will never be able to escape from this terrible place.

What do these words and physical sensations link to? What does this mean in the story of my life? It links to a feeling of disempowerment, of never having been able to set clear goals and to achieve them. I can make an enthusiastic start, but somehow I lack the stamina to complete. I often feel a sense of inner wobbliness, which means that I can easily be swayed and persuaded by powerful figures in my family and immediate environment – thus losing sight of my original intentions. There is fear as well, a fear of action that is linked to a fear of making mistakes. It is better to sit here and to do nothing than to go forward and to risk making a mistake. I feel terribly stuck.

Paying attention to my body language has helped me to define the problem, but what can I do to break out of this constricting, fear-filled hole? I sit down and I use the next two steps of the Three-Step Technique that will be described later on in this book, of opening myself through the power of “directions” to the greater potentialities that exist as my inner world connects with the outer spheres of the surrounding Cosmos. As I reach a state of calmness and interiorisation several subtle bodily shifts and releases begin to take place and my consciousness clarifies itself. I feel that I have regained a wonderful sense of spaciousness in my body, of lightness, and in that space there is now room for a free flow of energy and intelligence. At the same time I shift into a more relaxed and confident mood with a vibrant sense of self worth. My attitude shifts to a sense of – OK, I’ll give it my best shot and if I make it fine, if not, I’m still an OK person.

Several other thoughts rise strongly to the surface of my consciousness.

• If we want to have a real sense of self-worth, we have to feel it in our bodies as a positive, expansive feeling. There has to be that golden glow within, a real physical sensation of expansion and upliftment.

• It is painful to admit responsibility for our mistakes, to see the part that we have played in a co-created process. It is easier to go into victim mode and to blame others 100% for our suffering, thus making them the persecutors. However, if we do have the courage to take responsibility for our part of the mess that we are in then it empowers us – because we can change that part of our behaviour in the here and now. Taking responsibility enables us to grow.

• The past is irrelevant, it doesn’t matter anymore. The only thing that matters is what we have learnt from our mistakes.

• Victim consciousness and the body language that goes with it can be transformed by an inner energy flow that is strong, balanced and vibrant. The posture is carried by the inner vitality and the world responds to a positive body language in a miraculously different way.

Feeling calm and clear I focus my attention on the bodily shifts that had taken place and ask myself what they mean for me. I feel completely different in several key areas. Several words come to mind that describe the shift. I write them down:

“My heart is uplifted, I feel joyful

(a strong, overpowering sense of joy)

My hands and feet are tingling

I’m ready to get on with things

My breathing is soft and deep

I feel purposeful and grounded

My mind is clear and focused

I will follow my star.”

Now I can start to write. Alex, Let your Book Flow.


Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION
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THIS IS A book about the Alexander Technique. Its aim is to show how the mind, body and emotions can work as one happy, harmonious whole and how you can effortlessly and smoothly achieve all your objectives in life. Alexander was one of the first people to actively work with the psycho-physical unity of himself and then, later, of his students. He was a pioneer in what is now a very obvious concept: that your mind influences the body and that your body posture and gesture will affect the way you are thinking and feeling.



We need to understand his Technique in terms of the materialistic, scientific world view that prevailed at the end of the Victorian era, as the 19th century drew to a close and humanity entered that era of ever-accelerating technological change known as the 20th century. This Newtonian, mechanistic world view is essentially materialistic because it seeks to understand the world by breaking things down into their component parts so that we know how they work. It then uses that knowledge of the causal laws of Nature as a power in order to improve our physical health or environmental comfort as a path to happiness.

It seems quite a good idea, doesn’t it? Until you realise that this view of the world is always going to be dealing with parts and not wholes, dealing with symptoms rather than causes and viewing human beings as material objects rather than as spiritual beings. A doctor or a scientist who is trained in this way runs the danger of becoming overspecialised, of knowing more and more about less and less, until he or she knows everything about nothing! Scientific knowledge runs into the danger of becoming terribly specialised and fragmented. We have not trained our scientists and doctors to think how systems function as a whole, nor to think how these different holistic systems (eg, human beings) interact with each other and move towards their common evolutionary purpose, which gives an overarching spiritual perspective.

Alexander was one of the first people to react against the prevailing materialistic world view. Through painful experience he came to realise that his problems were not just ‘physical’ problems that could be solved through drugs, surgery or the application of more will-power and mental focus. He couldn’t just pursue his ambitions and hope that the problem would go away. No, his ‘problem’ was actually a messenger in disguise sent to teach him something important about his life. Alexander learnt to work from his whole self back to the specific part that was causing him problems. He found that he had to work with his state of mind first, as a primary consideration, before he could heal (literally, make whole) his persistent physical problem.

This is the first book that seeks to explain the subtlety of Alexander’s Technique in clear, up-to-date language and concepts. This book also shows for the first time how the basic principles that Alexander discovered can be used to process physical, mental and emotional disharmony (that leads to dis-ease) and to bring them all back into harmony with our higher purpose in life. Up till now the Alexander world has tended to ignore emotional problems that students bring with them and to say, “That is not our field. Please go and seek counselling or psychotherapy.” But this is immediately creating an artificial split between mind and body and contradicts Alexander’s basic philosophical view that we are a psycho-physical unity. This book aims to show Alexander teachers, trainers and students that we already have the tools, we already have the principles that work across all levels of the psyche and that can lead to a total and radical transformation of the self. What is obviously needed is training and experience, and the quantum leap in thinking that can take the Alexander Technique out of a restricted little pigeon-hole that says, “Alexander Technique: good for releasing muscular tension patterns and improves your posture; much used by actors and musicians.” No, the Alexander Technique is much, much more than this. There are universal spiritual principles here that will allow each person to be guided by their inner-soul wisdom and to be led out of restriction into a consciousness of peace, harmony and joy.

The old paradigms, the old Newtonian, mechanistic world view causes problems, lots of problems. It leads to a narrow, egotistical attitude and the sort of body structure – uptight, constricted, fearful and top-heavy – that keeps people trapped in that space. It leads to disaster, because both individually and collectively it leads to a completely selfish and self-seeking attitude. Egotism on a collective level leads to ecological exploitation of the planet. On a political level it leads to power politics (rather than the politics of consensus). And on the economic level it leads to selfishness that concentrates wealth in the hands of a few countries and leaves many others in terrible poverty. But it cannot continue for ever, because it breaks so many spiritual laws and causes so much tension that it will break down under the weight of its own top-heavy structure. The Alexander Technique has nothing to say on these sorts of issues, but it has very much to offer on a practical level. No solutions can be imposed from the top downwards; they have to grow from the base upwards. It is only as each individual person works on themselves, to transform their psycho-physical selves, their reactions and behaviour, only as each individual takes responsibility for their self-improvement can we have a better society and a better planet. Personal and planetary evolution go hand in hand.

So what does psycho-physical unity mean? It is actually hard to imagine what the full implications are of this little phrase if you have not experienced them. One person might say, “I take care of my body; I go to the gym regularly; I have a massage every now and then because I know that the state of my body will affect my mental focus and efficiency at work.” Fair enough. That is one attitude and it is a start (certainly much better than going home at night, eating a pizza take-away and crashing out in front of the TV), but there is still a division between mind and body. This person spends periods of time taking care of his body in the gym and other periods of time being mentally focused and efficient at work. This is not psycho-physical unity. There is still a division even though that person is trying to give equal importance to both body and mind as equal partners at different times.

Another person might do Yoga or Tai Chi every week and say, “I know what psycho-physical unity is, I can really feel how my mind and body work as a unity as I flow into these movements or hold these asana positions at full stretch.” I would reply, “Great! You really appear to be ‘in the flow’ during your classes, but look at your posture during the tea break! Collapsed in your seat, sprawled over a cushion, hunched up over your tea, you have lost it all the minute the class stopped. There is no connection between what you learn in your class and your daily posture and movements. I’m not trying to knock Yoga, but there is still a great contrast between the periods of practice and the rest of your week.”

A third person might have regular Alexander Technique lessons. They would say, “Of course I know what psycho-physical means. I have read all the Alexander books; I have wonderful posture and smooth-flowing movements that I maintain during daily activities. I maintain a sense of connection between mind and body by continuous practice of the Technique throughout the day. I feel up and light, full of energy. Of course I know what psycho-physical means.” I would reply, “OK, you came really close, but the circle is still not complete because you have neglected your emotions. What about those emotional outbursts that you have from time to time where some little thing has pressed one of your buttons and you appear to have lost all self-control for a period of time? Is that a proper way to behave, and what has happened to the quality of your psycho-physical unity at these times? The serene detachment and awareness have gone and you appear to be bound up in your emotional reactions and overwhelmed by your problems of the moment. That is not true psycho-physical unity because the emotions have got out of control and have affected the harmony of the whole. You were flying high, but then you lost it.”

Psycho implies not only the mind but the emotions as well, and physical implies not only the body but the emotional memories, the traumas that are locked into our bodies. E-motion is the flow of energy and cellular changes that surge through the body as a result of our thoughts and reactions to circumstances. You cannot maintain the harmony of the psycho-physical whole if you ignore the effect of emotions. They are there and they have to be acknowledged and appropriately expressed or processed in some way. You ignore emotions at your peril because they never just go away; emotions are energy and that energy, if it is not expressed appropriately, will get lodged and stored in the body memory. Every time the right button gets pressed they will be released in a powerful flood, seemingly from nowhere. Psycho-physical unity means being able to express and process your stored-up emotional memories.

Many people go for regular counselling or psychotherapy sessions, where they seek to understand their emotional reactions (or lack of them) and the root causes of their psychological problems. But they often fail to see how they are ignoring their physical side, so that they may be perpetuating their problems and situations by their body language in the present moment of time. This is the psychological work without any physical input. So clients may learn to understand themselves better in an analytical way, but they often fail to learn how to change themselves. Sometimes, even, their therapist may comment on their posture, gesture, facial expression or quality of eye contact. This is good practice and helps to increase awareness and increase the emotional expression of the client. But it is still not what I would call truly psycho-physical work because clients are not taught how to change their body language; so therefore the subconscious compulsion to repeat the old behaviour pattern still remains. Also it has not put the client in contact with the guidance of their body wisdom so they lack a higher intuitive perspective from which to view their problems.

Now, however, modern scientific research is backing up the empirical findings of therapists and teachers who have been trying to work in a truly psycho-physical way. Modern science recognises that the human body functions holistically. We have an intelligent body where every cell has the potential to communicate with every other cell, and every cell is intelligent. Thinking and memory are not confined only to the brain. We have a body memory as well. Recently I attended a very exciting lecture given by Prof. Allan Schore from the Department of Psychiatry & Behavioural Sciences at the University of California (Los Angeles Medical School). His work is on the neurobiology of emotional development.

Using the most modern scanning techniques and testing for minute traces of chemical particles, he and his colleagues have been able to monitor the brain development of infants. Their research findings are truly fascinating. When a traumatic event happens, eg, the mother frowns and speaks aggressively to the child, the memory of that event is stored simultaneously in two separate memory banks in both the left and the right brain hemispheres. As is well known, the left brain hemisphere (which controls the right side of the body) is the logical and rational side of the brain. So a factual memory of the event – the frowning face, the tone of voice and what was said – is recorded there. However, the right brain hemisphere, which is the symbolic, holistic, artistic and emotional side of the brain, records a separate emotional memory of the event. This emotional memory is recorded as the feeling of the stomach clenching and churning with fear, the ribcage tightening, the heart palpitating and the breathing getting fast and shallow. The emotion is fear, but it is connected with a whole series of physical sensations in the body.

Now, these two memories are connected but separate, and they can trigger each other off. So in later life when this infant grows up, and maybe now he works in an office, one day his boss frowns at him and starts to heavily criticise a report that he has written for the firm. He suddenly feels overwhelmed by a feeling of fear and insecurity; one of his buttons has been pressed. His stomach starts churning, his heart starts palpitating and he cannot breathe properly. He may either feel completely put down and incompetent, or he may feel a great, childish rage towards his autocratic and domineering boss. Mostly, because he is in an inferior position, this feeling would be repressed, and he would go home thinking, “What a terrible day I had at the office today; I hate my boss.” Now for me the phrase psycho-physical unity would mean someone who is aware and could understand and process what was going on both mentally and emotionally as well as physically, and use the higher wisdom of their body to find an attitude shift and so come back to a place of perfect peace and harmony within themselves.

Psycho-physical unity means more than an awareness of how the body and mind interact; it means coming into contact with our higher intuitive wisdom which I call our Body Wisdom. Through a holistic awareness of our psycho-physical unity we can reach a higher level of intuitive awareness and inner guidance. The myths and fairy tales of the world abound with stories that describe this process in a symbolic form. The hero or heroine is on a difficult quest and has to make a journey of some sort in pursuit of something precious that the evil one has stolen from them – which is basically their consciousness of wholeness and integrity of being. They encounter many trials and fearsome enemies on the way, and at some stage they meet the form of an uncouth and rather stupid-seeming animal (or animals). And yet when they take their minds or egos off their great quest for a moment to befriend this seemingly stupid and insignificant beast (representing their body-consciousness), and pay attention to it and love it for what it is, then an amazing transformation takes place, and the beast is transformed into a shining prince, or it displays some incredibly useful strength or quality of feeling or intelligence that then helps the aspirant to attain the triumphant conclusion of their quest. This apparently magical transformation is the shift that takes place when we follow the universal principles, and the whole point is that we are never strong enough to do it alone, relying only on the limited concepts of the mind and ego. But, if we pay attention to what our bodies have to say, to those energies and parts of us that we have judged harshly and denied, then we have the chance to transform them and reintegrate them in a rediscovered sense of wholeness and integrity of being, so that we shall experience the fulfilment of our quest.


Chapter 2

THE ALEXANDER STORY
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ALEXANDER WAS AN Australian actor, a Shakespearean reciter who did one-man shows and had built up a rather successful practice for himself in Melbourne at the end of the last century. He had studied music and drama and loved the theatre, but his promising career was soon threatened by a tendency to hoarseness and respiratory trouble during performances. He went to various doctors, but they were unable to help him as there were no obvious physical causes for his disability. But, being a man of lively intelligence and indomitable will-power, he decided that the only thing left to do was to cure himself. This was the start of his journey of self-discovery.



The first step that he undertook was to reason things out, as he was essentially an intellectual and reasoning type. If his voice was getting hoarse during recitation but not at other times, this must be a result of something specific he was doing when he was reciting on stage, but not at other times. Quite logically for him then, the start of the healing process must consist of finding out exactly what it was he was doing wrong and to observe the problem objectively. To do this effectively he set up a system of three mirrors so that he could observe every part of his head, neck and throat when he was in the process of recitation. After a period of painstaking observation he realised that he was doing three things: he stiffened his neck (thus pulling the back of his head down); he depressed his larynx unduly (by tightening muscles deep inside his throat, thus pulling his chin in); and he gasped as he sucked in breath.

Now these were minuscule movements that he observed in himself, millimetres rather than centimetres, but two things became apparent to him immediately. Firstly, he hadn’t felt this happening within himself (a phenomenon he came to term ‘faulty sensory appreciation’). And, secondly, his muscular activity didn’t appear to be under the direct control of his conscious reasoning mind – because when he ordered his muscles to relax and stop tensing they refused to obey him; in fact the tension seemed to increase. It was obvious therefore that the direct approach wouldn’t work, but what alternative was there? It took Alexander several years to work out the answer to this problem. Others who have come later can now benefit from his work and learn the Technique from a qualified teacher, but Alexander had to work out these principles all by himself, and this took an enormous length of time, patience and will-power. He was not, however, one of life’s victims, but an overcomer who recognised that, no matter the problem, its mere existence gave rise to the possibility of an answer; and he decided to keep on trying until he found it.

THE THREE PRINCIPLES OF SELF-TRANSFORMATION

The first thing Alexander tried to do was to define his problem objectively, to examine himself and his inner processes as if he were a perfectly detached observer. But defining his problem also meant perceiving it in its wider context and not just as an apparently random set of muscular reactions. Thus he also began to notice that, in addition to pulling his chin in, depressing his larynx, and pulling his head back and down, he was also lifting his chest, narrowing his back, shortening his structure and failing to ‘take hold of the floor with his feet’ – that is to say, ground himself. What is more important still is that he also came to the vitally important conclusion that his mental attitude was also at fault.

Alexander was over-ambitious. He wanted to get to the top as quickly as possible, to gain recognition and applause, and to be known as one of the best actors or directors in Melbourne. As a result of this ambition he was trying too hard, and this in turn led to over-tensing and quite literally getting in the way of himself, effectively blocking the full expression of his rich inner potential. Now Alexander made these observations and connections in the same way a scientist might – logically and meticulously he proposed a hypothesis, experimented on himself and observed the precise results of his experimentation in a three-way-mirror system. He realised that he had unreliable sensory appreciation, so that what he felt was not necessarily what was really happening. This problem of unreliable sensory appreciation can of course be overcome once a person has spent time and effort to develop themselves through the use of the Alexander Technique.

He also made one further vital observation and that was that this whole psycho-physical reaction pattern which he had observed was not just something that happened when he got up on stage and started to recite, it was actually present at all times (though in a milder form) a habitual way of being that he had falsely identified with so that when he got up to recite it would just be automatically triggered off, and dominate any attempt he might be making to behave differently. So the implications of all this were very far-reaching: if he wished to change his habitual way of being (his habitual ‘use of himself’, as he termed it) it would have to be at all times, not just the few important times when he needed it. He would have to work not only with the physical manifestation but also with the mental and emotional attitude behind it. And the final test, the ultimate proof of his state of being would be shown to him by his body – but it would have to be the whole body-mind experience that enabled him to relax any particular set of muscles.

Alexander now knew very clearly what the physical component of his problem was: he was tensing his throat and neck muscles, pulling his head back and down in relation to his spinal column, and he also recognised what the mental and emotional component of the problem was: he was too much of an achiever, a doer, an ‘end-gainer’, as he termed it. Yet, try as he might, he could not rectify the fault by direct means. The more he tried to stick his head forward and up (which was the opposite of his habit pattern and therefore the logically correct solution), the more he seemed to end up with a stiff neck and a hoarse voice at the end of the day. It all seemed merely to exacerbate the problem.

If the direct way was not going to work then Alexander had to find an indirect way, and being a man of great perseverance he kept at it until he had found a workable way around this problem. Firstly, he had objectively defined his problem: he knew what was happening in his body but he couldn’t work out how to stop it happening, because every time he put himself in that position (starting to recite) his old, instinctive, reaction pattern took over. But if you can’t stop something happening you can at least stop trying to stop it happening – stop fighting it; stop fearing it; create space and acceptance by being non-resistant to the whole situation. Just allow yourself to observe rather than thinking that you have to do something about the situation. So his second step was to do absolutely nothing at all. This moment of pause, this quiet moment of keeping calm within himself, he termed ‘inhibition’, which is
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