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  When you set out on your way to Ithaca


  Pray that your journey be a long one 
Full of adventure, full of knowledge.




  From ‘Ithaca’, C. P. Cavafy1
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  Introduction: Beginners, Please!




   




  The distinguished Alexander teacher Frank Pierce Jones said one should treat every lesson as though it were the first. Both teacher and student need the beginner’s mind, the state of unknowing, open to receive, curious and responsive in the moment; working with the actual person present, not the projected memory of who the person was last time we met. It’s the state of mind an actor has, who performs a part many times but is fresh each time as though she has never said that line or seen that person before.




  When I was first introduced to Alexander Technique, it was a life-changer. The teacher placed one hand on my head and one under my chin and said ‘Simply follow your head’ as he gently guided me out of a chair in a way I had never experienced before. I arrived at standing without knowing how I had done it. I had no sensation of muscular effort. I was sitting, and then I was standing. It was seamless. I have been trying to work out how that happened ever since. More importantly, I had a deep realisation that there were unknown experiences to be had in this life – that I could be other than I thought I was. And here was someone on my side, who didn’t want me to try hard or do something in order to prove something. The teacher allowed me the space to be who I really was and not the pretend Penny that everyone else thought I was. I had crafted Pretend Penny over the years to get by, to protect myself from all the slings and arrows that life had so far thrown at me. As we all do. I was about nineteen. And just by the experience of moving effortlessly for a moment, I had this very powerful inkling that life could be something very different from what I had thought it was. I wondered then if I shouldn’t be exploring more of this stuff and forget about the acting lark. I was so moved. But no, I was wanting to be an actor, wasn’t I? And, actually, I didn’t have a clue how to go about doing more of this stuff! So I stuck to my acting guns.




  The Alexander lessons continued – a small group of four of us would visit a training school in West London for our lessons on a Saturday morning – and served me well in my chosen profession. My voice, confidence and transformational acumen, my ability to connect with fellow actors, all developed hugely. I got the lead part in a third-year show! But several years on, I began to run out of steam. I was extremely anxious, impecunious, and my personal life was not easy. At that moment, another Alexander teacher presented herself to me – we do that somehow: we often come along at the right time in someone’s life. I treated myself to an individual session, and I knew immediately that I had come home. From then on I organised my life around this desire to learn more and pass on the teachings to others. Once the decision was made, many things conspired to help me: a grant, an opportunity, a space on a training course – it was as if all the traffic lights had turned green.




  I feel really blessed to have found this work (or that it found me), and that it has been such a big part of my life. I hope that in some small way this book will bring others to the work, to help them in their acting career and, for some, strike deep to the heart.




  How It All Began




  Dr Wilfred Barlow, rheumatologist and Alexander’s nephew-in-law, described Frederick Matthias Alexander as a showman and a genius, a delightful rogue who had discovered ‘a method for making genuine gold bricks.’1 It started as a means to solve a problem. F. M., as he was known, was an Australian actor who, whilst on tour reciting Shakespeare in the 1880s, began to lose his voice. The doctor diagnosed inflamed vocal cords and irritation of the mucous membrane in his throat and nose, and recommended he rested his voice for two weeks. Alexander’s voice came back in time for his next recital, but halfway through the performance the problem returned and by the end he could hardly speak. They agreed that it must be something he was doing to himself. But what? Alexander was determined to find out, proving that we not only need a beginner’s mind, open to receive, but also a practical, questing spirit, to find out what habits might be restricting or influencing our performance. His observations took some months, but he eventually realised that, as he started to recite, he pulled his head back, depressing the larynx, and sucked in air through his mouth, which sounded like a gasp. At the same time, he was lifting his chest, thereby arching his back, which shortened his stature and created a pattern of tension throughout his whole body, including the legs. His elocutionist had suggested at one time that he should grip the floor with his feet and this he had faithfully carried out. All this amounted to a very strong pattern that he had cultivated, and he noticed it was something he did, to a lesser extent, even when he was talking normally, not ‘on voice’. So that was easy then: once we know which of our habits are causing the problem, we can easily stop them, huh? No? What is the greatest power in the universe? – the power of habit! But Alexander trounced it. He found a way out, and he began teaching his method to others.




  Habits are like predictive text on a mobile phone. Alexander found a way of reprogramming his ‘predictive text’, creating new neural pathways from the brain to the muscle. By stopping and consciously redirecting himself, he found a natural movement and poise that freed the neck, so his head came up, his stature lengthened and widened, his legs released and his throat and breathing were no longer restricted. His voice returned!




  Alexander was brought up on and influenced by the Delsarte System, an aesthetic movement very popular in theatre circles at that time that espoused natural movement and gesture influenced by the emotion within – a precursor to the Stanislavsky-based work on which modern acting is founded. Alexander became famous in Australia for his breathing and voice skills, and set up one of the first modern drama schools in Sydney. The Dramatic and Operatic Conservatorium had a syllabus not too dissimilar from what we have today, with lessons in singing, speaking, deportment, gesture and dramatic expression, based on the Delsarte System as well as on Alexander’s own work. However, when he moved to London in 1904, he made a clean break from Delsarte’s teaching and concentrated on promoting his own method, working with the great actors of the day, including Henry Irving, Viola Tree and Lily Brayton. Writers such as Aldous Huxley and George Bernard Shaw also became devotees. He continued to teach and develop his work internationally, writing four books on the subject, playing Hamlet at the Old Vic, riding, wining, dining and wearing spats to the end of his life in 1955, when he died of influenza. Quite a guy! And his legacy lives on: Alexander Technique is still taught in theatre and music schools throughout the world, as well as to individual acting greats, helping actors perform effortlessly and with confidence, free in their movement and voice.




  So the ‘Alexander Technique’ started as a very practical problem-solving device. But when we start consciously to change a habit, it throws up large questions. What is consciousness? Do we have free will? Are we the sum of our habits or something more than that? If the unconscious has already made a decision before we are aware of it, can we at least disrupt that decision when it does enter our awareness? Am I more than just a jumble of body parts?




  Here’s what some actors say of his work:




  

    ‘With the best of intentions, the job of acting can become a display of accumulated bad habits, trapped instincts and blocked energies. Working with the Alexander Technique has given me sightings of another way… Mind and body, work and life together. Real imaginative freedom…’ Alan Rickman




    ‘[The Alexander Technique] is a way to transform stress to joy. It’s my way of keeping on track with work and truth and the world I’m in, which is working with people and creating.’ Juliette Binoche




    ‘It’s beautiful, an art… it was about being still and relaxed in order to one hundred per cent listen to someone, to be present.’ Hugh Jackman




    ‘Alexander Technique really helped my posture and focus during my stint as Othello with Northern Broadsides Theatre Company. Imagine how excited I was when I arrived at the National Theatre for Comedy of Errors and found I could have Alexander taught to me once a week, I was chuffed to little meatballs.’ Lenny Henry


  




  There’s an apocryphal story about Michelangelo being asked by a small child what he was doing as he chiselled away at a piece of marble. ‘There is an angel trapped in that stone, and I am setting it free,’ comes the reply. That is what it felt like to me when my teachers worked with me, allowing me to shed the unnecessary and reveal the essence. That is what I like to think I am doing when I work with an actor. Together we chip away at the old habits, the old patterns of use, to reveal the Inner Actor. So let’s start where it all began, with the practical…




  How to Use This Book




  We can’t read about the Alexander Technique and expect to learn much from it. It will feed your intellectual hunger, perhaps, but if you want to learn to ride a bike, then you have to get on the bike and learn through wobbling about, having someone guiding you, falling off, getting back on, until you magically find your balance – and off you go. So how come I am writing a book for actors on this very subject? There’s a paradox somewhere. But I can help you choose a bike and perhaps be the one to have a stabilising hand on your saddle. In this book I hope to get you to experiment for yourself and discover the exhilarating whoosh of freedom Alexander can give you, exploring unknown territory self-propelled, balancing and moving easily as you strut your stuff onstage and on-screen. What follows is a course of eleven lessons based on my years of teaching on the BA and MA theatre courses at the Arts Educational Schools in London, and on my own pathway through the work. I suggest it should take eleven weeks – one week per lesson, including theory, instruction and assignments – but it can be spread over a longer time frame. I have so ordered it that, if all you manage is the first chapter and first assignment, you will leave this book better informed, and will have learned something you can immediately put into practice and add to your actor’s toolbox.




  As far as possible I have suggested a way for you to experiment on your own: after all, it’s your own journey. What you discover may not be what others will discover. It’s a personal journey to discover your habits, the way you use yourself in life, and to find a way of relinquishing those that are interfering with your performance. Alexander called his second book Constructive Conscious Control of the Individual, and he discovered and developed the work through self-investigation. But you may find it easier to do this in a group or with a study partner, either face to face or online, depending on the circumstances. Read the chapters aloud to each other on Zoom, practise your sight-reading. The art of acting requires other people, either to play off or to support us, to listen and watch us; we are learning to connect, to respond to others, onstage and on-screen. We like working together, we learn more easily and it’s fun. In your group or pair for this journey you can encourage each other and give perceptions and insights from an external perspective, understanding your own habits better by witnessing someone else’s journey. And if it’s not so easy at times, there is someone else’s ear to bend, to share and receive inspiration from. Whichever way – online, face to face, on your own, or in a pair/ group – may you have lots of adventures, experience yourself differently, and find ease, lightness, openness, and freedom to choose.




  At the start of each lesson you’ll find a list of equipment you will need, so best to read ahead to gather what’s required. For Lesson Seven, you will need to find a long peacock feather or a light garden cane – you may want to start looking for that peacock feather now! For almost every lesson you will need a long mirror, internet access and filming equipment. This is especially important if you are working on your own: you need to see clearly what you are doing. If you are using your laptop or other device with a platform like Zoom, do make the image as true as possible. You will be aware that the screen will not always show the full head-to-toe image, unless you are some distance from it, and the angle of the screen can give false perspectives. Experiment and use a mirror from time to time too. Your workspace doesn’t always have to be large. If you are working at home, you may be able to do some of the major exercises by walking down the hallway or the street or in the park. One or two of the exercises within a chapter you can perhaps read about and assign yourself to do during the week that follows. I suggest you will also need a logbook or blog: stick your first drawing in here and then make notes on your journey. You can go through this course without writing anything down, but writing about your observations and experiments will make for clearer, easier learning.




  In Appendix E there is a list of Alexander principles. It may be good to read them at the beginning and feel free to refer to them at any time during the course of your learning if it helps. The principles intertwine within the lessons, so it’s not a map, but can be useful as a reference point if you are feeling lost.




  The length of time it takes to learn Alexander Technique? The same it takes to learn a musical instrument. It depends, doesn’t it? One summer a fifteen-year-old decided to learn the guitar. She took an old instrument and Bert Weedon’s Play in a Day down to the beach and began to strum. Ouch! Her fingertips took quite a bruising from the steel strings, and it took her more than a day. But she persevered and by the end of the summer could play ‘She’ll Be Coming ’Round the Mountain’ without too many pauses, and in a couple of years was accompanying herself well enough to be singing in folk clubs. That’s as far as I wanted to take it. And this was folk, not classical, which is a whole other ball game. So think of this book as a starter. Persevere. It’s a solid foundation which can lead you to further, deeper studies and accompany you for the rest of your life.




  





  

    

      Lesson One:


      The Power of Habit




      The nature of habit, discovering our own, and learning how to let go


    


  




  





  Equipment




  

    •  A recording device on which to film yourself




    •  A space big enough to walk up and down in




    •  A hard-backed chair or stool




    •  A4 paper




    •  Coloured pens




    •  Your logbook/blog




    •  A delicious snack




    •  Baroque music




    •  Headrests or paperback books




    •  A mat for lying down (optional)


  



  





  The Nature of Habits




  What are habits? How do we acquire them? Can we easily ‘experience’ ourselves out of them? And what’s in it for actors? How can we get out of our habits? What was Alexander’s habit?




  

    ‘The brain becomes used to thinking in a certain way, it works in a groove, and when set in action, slides along the familiar, well-worn path; but once it is lifted out of the groove, it is astonishing how easily it may be directed. At first it will have a tendency to return to its old manner of working by means of one mechanical unintelligent operation, but the groove soon fills and although thereafter we may be able to use the old path if we choose, we are no longer bound by it.’ F. M. Alexander, Man’s Supreme Inheritance1


  




  Before you read on, and without thinking about it, fold your arms. Now fold them the other way round. How did you get on? Not so easy? Feels weird? What did you have to do to fold them the other way round? I guess you had to think about it, to bring this simple action to consciousness so you could instruct your arms to move differently, and perhaps even then you weren’t sure if it was the other way round. Maybe even now it feels ‘wrong’ and not particularly comfortable. It may bring a smile to your face – it’s kind of laughable to be suddenly so incompetent at a relatively easy movement. You are out of your habit. Welcome to the wacky world of Alexander Technique! It’s fun, creative and will take you out of your habits so you experience yourself quite differently at times. Be prepared to play. All you had to do was to pause and consciously change how you moved. Our habits are strong and they feel like ‘us’: we may not want to change actions if we feel we are changing ourselves or our personalities. Relax – we never lose habits entirely. We can always go back to the old ways. They are still there, waiting for us to pick up any time we want. But once we’ve found a way that lets us move easily, breathe easily, stand easy, sit well, walk tall, why would we want to use effort, holding and fixity?




  Experiencing my personal Alexander journey, I find that I have become more myself, no longer limited by habit. We only change what we want to change, and it’s always our choice. Alexander returns us to self-awareness and conscious choice. We cannot always change the world around us, but we can change our reaction to it. Habits are not necessarily bad things. We are creatures of habit, after all, but we need not be slaves to our habits.




  

    ‘…there is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.’ William Shakespeare, Hamlet2


  




  Alexander is non-judgemental. Habits are habits. Habits are useful. If we didn’t retain skills and the knowledge of how to do things unconsciously, we would not be able to develop. But sometimes, when habits are no longer serving us, we may want to change them.




  How Did We Get Them?




  In her book My Mother Myself, Nancy Friday tells a great story.3 Peggy cooks a huge smoked ham for her parents. Her new husband asks why she cut off the end of the shank before baking it. She looks to her mother. Her mother says that she always did it that way because her mother did it that way too. They phone up the grandma and the reply is the same, ‘because her mother did it that way’. Luckily, the great-grandmother is still alive so they call her. The answer is that when Peggy’s grandma was little and learning to cook, Great-Grandma only had a small roasting pan and the ham was too big to fit into it, so she cut off the shank end to make it fit. But Peggy doesn’t need to do that any more.




  Habits start as a good idea at some point. We learn by imitation, taking on our parents’ patterns of use. I once saw a delightful, beaming boy thrilled at being on the front seat at the top of a double-decker bus. He was looking around, through thick pebble glasses, sitting up and full of energy and curiosity. Suddenly he sat back and hunched down. It was such a shock, the joy seemed to have been knocked out of him and he looked introspective and sad. What had happened? And then I saw the guy sitting behind him in exactly the same pose – it was clearly his dad. At an early age we model ourselves on our elders. We want to be like our mum and dad.




  Another way of acquiring habits is by deliberately cultivating them. Alexander taught himself to grip the floor with his feet as instructed by his elocutionist. If you went to ballet classes as a child you will perhaps stand in turn-out, with a lift to your chest. If soccer was your thing, perhaps you are left with a strong swing action as you walk, and a taut lower back. As we go through adolescence there are so many changes going on, with hormones changing how we think and feel (oh, that time of the month!), our bodies rapidly growing into different shapes and height, the voice becoming squeaky and deeper at the same time. Not surprisingly, our self-consciousness grows and we react to that in different ways, sometimes stooping if we’re embarrassed by our height, or trying to hide our breasts. We imitate our friends and heroes rather than our caregivers, sometimes giving up the freedom and ease we had as a child as we try not to stand out from the crowd. Our habits can be defensive, ensuring that we survive. These are not so easy to let go of. But with Alexander you can choose which habits still work for you and which don’t. You learn to let go of them, and change how you use yourself. This can feel quite magical, liberating, and challenging.




  What’s Going On in the Brain?




  In Channel 4’s Body Story series, Episode 7 explains that we are born with only half a brain.4 Eek! Our brain is an electrochemical system, and the primitive brain is hard-wired, preprogrammed for our survival. We breathe, we grip with our fingers, we cry, we suck, we defecate and we move, albeit chaotically. But the cerebral cortex that governs higher brain functions is not yet fully formed. It is smooth, and the neurons, the brain cells, are not connected. The infant’s brain is invaded by outside stimuli, but it cannot immediately make sense of them – we ‘see’ sound, for example. The connections between the neurons develop quickly in response to our experience of the world. The neurons start wiring themselves together in patterns, so we can make sense of the chaos. The eyes work reflexively, first to recognise faces and then to follow movement. We cry from the word go – it’s our first communication and it’s a survival mechanism. We need nourishment or we will die: the parent obligingly feeds us.




  At about six weeks we smile – purely by accident. But the smile gets us more attention, so we smile again and start communicating beyond the reflexive crying. Adults begin to speak to us in sing-song, which helps the cortex wire itself to be able to distinguish sounds. We are held in our carers’ arms and caressed. We begin to distinguish the difference between us and other ‘things’. By eight weeks there is so much information coming in from this bizarre world of shape, colour, texture, smell, taste and sound, that we need more brain power to organise it, so the cortex begins to crumple up in order to create more surface area, more space for all the connections. Otherwise there would be no room in our skull! That’s when our brains develop that walnut-like appearance.




  We develop free will and conscious choice at around ten weeks. The eye reflex that keeps us following whatever moves in front of us is jammed by a signal from the cortex, and we start to turn our head whenever we want to look at something. Over the next four weeks the hand–eye coordination develops through experiment. We now have so many connections we have to start pruning them. When we get close to touching something we want – that squeaky, furry thing with a face on it – those pathways get stronger, and the other pathways, those that fail to get our hand anywhere near our teddy, die off, so that the brain and muscles start working together efficiently. The strongest connections are insulated with glial cells (white matter) to create a stronger and faster signal. And at last the hand goes to where we want it to go – Teddy!




  We start to take control of our lives. We create our own programme of neural networks. This pruning and creating new, strong pathways goes on throughout our lives, shaped by our experience. Neuroscience has at last discovered that we go on learning throughout our lives– old dogs can, in fact, learn new tricks and, in the case of Alexander, unlearn old ones. He was ahead of his time. So when you fold your arms in the usual way the strong neural pathway in the brain, insulated with glial cells for a fast, efficient connection, kicks in. The signal from the brain travels down the nerves into the muscles instructing them to contract or release, according to the usual pattern of movement.




  The brain, if you like, is the city – lots of interconnecting roads and lanes and streets – and the nerves are the motorways – all made of tarmac. When you fold your arms the other way round, your brain is having to abandon the old pathway and use different ones: it has to fire differently, so your muscles synchronise themselves in a new, orderly fashion. It’s not quite as challenging as first learning to move; you can hitch a ride on neural pathways that are already formed and simply shift the order of things. And this is happening because you are consciously choosing to do it, it’s no longer an automatic habit. These programmes are not stored in a particular place, it’s a whole-brain activity. There are areas such as the sensory and motor cortex, which specialise in receiving and giving signals to the body, but the amygdala – the emotional centre of our brain – is also connected to movement. Perhaps you learned to cross your arms as a defence when an elder was telling you off about some misdemeanour, or when you were bored and not wanting to be there. And as we move, the cerebellum at the back of the brain also seems to be monitoring how we perform a movement, reminding us of our habit if we are moving differently.




  Why Do Actors Need to Know About Their Habits?




  If you are using too much tension, pulling down, collapsing or bracing yourself to hold yourself up, you will not perform so well. Your voice may be affected, you may not be heard, you may not be able to breathe well, or take on the physicality of a character. You may even be injuring yourself – stressing the discs in your spine, for example, or inflaming your vocal cords. To borrow a motoring analogy, if we use a car badly by driving with the handbrake on, it won’t function very well. It won’t go very fast, it will be using up too much petrol and it will wear out the brake linings. Alexander teachers are like driving instructors. We teach you to take the handbrake off, to come out of your habits and reorganise your neural pathways so you can use yourself well.




  It is also important for transformation. As an actor you inhabit someone else’s world, you explore someone else’s thoughts and patterns of behaviour, their habits of speech and movement as revealed through the text, explored in rehearsal and interpreted by you and the director. You create the neural network of another character in your own brain. You don’t want to bring your own habits along, unless it’s appropriate to the character. So if you want to play someone else, it’s good to understand something of yourself first in order to discern what you need to lose and what you can keep. You may need to change your accent, your shape, your movement pattern. Sir Laurence Olivier was famous for wanting to transform himself entirely, using all sorts of make-up and false noses in order to change his outward appearance, as well as finding the truth of the character from within. Late in his career he was asked in an interview why, in view of this, he continued to lick his lips in a particular way whatever role he was playing. He was aghast! He didn’t know he’d been doing this. Our habits can be writ large onstage and on-screen, so best get to know your own. Learn to inhibit them and inhabit instead a neutral or centred place as your starting point, a creative space in which your ego/habits are jettisoned so you can respond in the moment and ensure your potential to become something other than you thought you were.




  You not only need to inhabit the unknown but also to feel comfortable with it. This is the quality of the creative space where we can play and have adventures. Try this one:




  

    Drawing Yourself




    After you’ve read these instructions, put some music on – preferably baroque, such as Bach, Handel or Vivaldi – and treat yourself to a nice snack. As you are relishing it, take a piece of A4 paper and some coloured pens and, with your non-dominant hand, draw a picture of yourself. Write your name on it, also with your non-dominant hand. (If you are ambidextrous, use both hands at the same time.) Halfway through, stop drawing but freeze in that position. What do you notice? Are you tensing yourself unnecessarily? What are you leaning on? How is your back? Feel free to change any of this as you become aware and continue your drawing. In that moment you are embodying Alexander, becoming aware of how you are doing something, pausing and choosing to change it – directing yourself.




    Now turn the paper over and write with your usual hand. Enjoy feeling skilled again whilst perhaps being slightly more conscious of how you are doing this. Write down five habits of movement, speech and balance you know you have. For example, I always walk fast; I often cross my legs when I sit; I usually lean back in a chair; I walk with a swagger. Keep this paper – you’ll be adding to it later.


  




  This is not an exercise in how well you draw, but an exercise in what it feels like to be incompetent and out of your usual habit. Did you find yourself smiling, having a laugh? ‘The work is too serious to be taken seriously!’5 Alexander is rumoured to have said. When we are serious we tend to stiffen up, frown, concentrate – another enormous habit, and very trying. It’s good practice to be open, light, playful, experimenting. I hope you enjoyed the snack and the music. The snack was to feed the kinaesthetic sense, the music the auditory sense. Did you know baroque music orders the brain, so it calms down and learns more easily?6 If you are working in a pair/group, by all means enjoy looking at each other’s drawings – you’d be surprised how uncannily accurate they can be.




  

    Raising Your Hand




    Raise your right arm in the air, then take it down to your side again. How did you do that? Where did the movement start? Did it start with the muscles of the shoulder, the upper arm? Did your shoulder lead or your hand? Is it the same with your other arm? If it was your shoulder that led the movement, raise the arm again but this time let the hand lead, as if there were a string attached to the back of your hand like a marionette… and down again. How was that? If it was your hand that led, see how it feels when you let your shoulder lead the movement, and don’t bend the elbow. Feel the difference? Which way do you prefer? (That last way of moving the arm reminds me of school: ‘Please, Miss, I know the answer!’ or ‘Please, Miss, I need to go to the loo!’) Repeat this experiment with the left arm – do you move it in the same way? Is it easier to change?




    Think again of raising your right arm. But only think it. Our habits are there before we take action. Our brain has decided that we are about to move and will bring out the old programme we developed as kids. It’s the predictive-text thing I mentioned earlier. You may sense this as you think of moving the right arm. It’s as though the arm has filled up with thought in preparation to move. In this instance we want to inhibit the neural pathway from brain to muscle in the top of the arm or shoulder, and instead ask the hand to lead. Now let it move, hand leading.




    From now on, every time you go to move your arm you can pause and choose which way you do it. I suggest that allowing the hand to lead will be a more graceful, effortless movement and may be the one you want to start practising if it’s not your usual way. But it’s your journey and your choice.


  




  We don’t just have personal habits, we have sociocultural ones too, ranging from the clothes we wear to our attitudes to money or morality. One of these is continuing to view the mind and body separately, despite the popular holistic movement of alternative medicine. As actors, we know we are interconnected, psycho-physical beings. Alexander rarely referred to the body but used the words ‘mechanism’ or ‘self’ or ‘organism’. Our feelings and thoughts are manifested in our physicality. Our physicality can also affect our thoughts. Let me ask you to take a couple of minutes to imagine that the right side of your face is covered in greenish scabby scales… I suspect that you have already begun to change how you are reading this, how you are sitting, and perhaps already a small story has arisen as to how and when your scales got there and some emotional response is kicking in. Perhaps you try to hide the face, perhaps you display it happily or defiantly to the world. This is what your audience will read. It needs no words. How many actual words do you remember from a play or film? Maybe some famous ones like ‘To be or not to be’ or ‘Tomorrow is another day’. But what we remember most clearly are the visuals, the emotions and the story. And the consummate skill of the actor who conveys all this. So bear this in mind: in the Alexander Technique we are not addressing just postural habits, but how we are manifesting our thoughts and emotions through our whole selves.




  Luckily, the brain loves doing things differently. It enjoys learning – remember how you smiled when you folded your arms the wrong way round or drew the picture with your non-dominant hand? Another sociocultural habit is how we learn. Often we are educated to try hard to get things right, to pass the tests, to please others, to hurry up, be strong, be perfect. You can stop all that with Alexander Technique. How would it be if we allowed ourselves to get things wrong, to play, to not take tests, to be imperfect, to please ourselves, to learn at a pace that suits us, to be flexible, to create more with less? What a wonderful world that would be! In order to learn we need to make mistakes. Apparently, the guy who invented Post-it notes was trying to make a better superglue. Nice one! No experiment ever ‘fails’: it gives us information and, in that sense, succeeds every time. ‘Trying is only emphasising the thing we know already,’ as Alexander said.7 Learning takes the time it takes. He never used the phrase ‘the Alexander Technique’, he called it ‘the Work’. But I generally invite people not to work at it, but to play with it, experiment, discover.




  Let’s take up Alexander’s story for a moment. In many ways his attitude was very pragmatic. As we have seen, the Technique started in the world of theatre as a solution to a voice problem. Passionate about theatre, poetry, Shakespeare and reciting, Alexander had dedicated himself to becoming professional. Imagine his dismay, then, when he heard himself becoming hoarse and gasping for air. If acting is the love of your life and your voice packs up and you get no help from the medics, what would you do? Give up? Or find a way to help yourself? Fortunately for us, Alexander chose the latter, observing himself in a mirror to work out what habitual actions might be causing the problem.




  So, if you want to follow the Alexander Technique, not only will you have to learn to enjoy being in the unfamiliar space of being ‘out of habit’, you will need to feel comfortable in observing yourself in a mirror, and/or filming yourself and watching the playback. These days we are all quite used to greeting our lovely mugs on Zoom, so I’m sure all will be well. I am quite sure that F. M. would have used Zoom, film, a smartphone, an iPad, whatever he could get his hands on, to discover what it was he was doing. But in the nineteenth century, he only had mirrors. We cannot change our habits using what it feels like from within, because our feelings are not always accurate. If I ask you to stand upright, you may feel you’re standing straight but when you look at yourself in profile in the mirror you might see yourself leaning backwards. And when you use the mirror to correct that, you might feel yourself to be leaning forward or hunching, despite the reflection showing you to be upright. You need to change the habit of relying on your feelings. They are accurate in as much as they have registered change – you are further forward than you were – but the interpretation of the change is faulty. Alexander called this ‘Faulty Sensory Appreciation’. Our system has adapted to our funny ways, so our habitual way of standing feels normal.




  We may have an unreliable body map, too. Let me ask you – where are your hip joints? Where does your head meet your neck? Exactly where are your shoulders? Where does your arm begin and end? What shape are your sitting bones? Where is your diaphragm? How do you know that? And if you asked someone else, they may well answer differently. We also need to look at our habitual beliefs about our movement patterns, because what we believe can dictate how we move. If I think my head turns from the bottom of my neck, then that is how I will do it. Yet we are designed to turn the head at the top of the neck. Ah-ha! A person’s habit of dropping their neck may be corrected simply by changing their belief as to where the head turns.




  To sum up, the Alexander Technique helps us become aware of our habits and gives us a way of letting go of them if they are limiting or restricting our performance. We can then transform effortlessly, speak clearly, move well in any shape we need for our character, receive and act on direction, and be electrifying onstage and on-screen. We’ll be embodying great presence, becoming vulnerable, sexy, unpredictable and intelligent, the four qualities a great actor needs. Sound good? Then let’s start. Find out what your habits are and how you use yourself through some very simple activities.




  

    Filming Yourself




    Find a space to film yourself and set up your device or film equipment so that you can be seen head-to-toe, not just head and shoulders. You’re going to be moving and you want to be able to see the whole of yourself easily. You want the image to be as true as you can make it, so have your device at the right height and the screen at right angles, not sloping back or forward. Place a chair halfway in the space sideways to camera, so you can be seen in profile when sitting. If you are doing this with a study partner in a live space, take it in turns to film each other. In a live study group, take it in turns, have someone else film you, and you can have your ready-made audience sitting in front of you.




    Next, choose some text from a piece you know well – just a line or two, not a whole speech – and a line or two from a song. Doesn’t matter if you think you can’t sing, do it anyway; it will give you information. Stand facing camera in full shot and say: ‘Hi, my name is… and I am going to speak a line of text from… and sing a line of song from…’ Then stand in front of the chair and sit and stand twice in profile, turn away from the camera and walk away to the back of the room. Walk back towards the chair and turn again in profile, as you were standing before. Pick up something imaginary from the floor and place it on an imaginary high shelf. Then speak your line of text and sing your line of song, staying in profile to the camera. Film over. Now look back at it several times and analyse what you are doing. Find the drawing you did of yourself with your non-dominant hand with the list of five of your habits on the back. Are they present in the film? I also want you to look specifically for these:




    [image: ]




    Are you standing upright? Are you leaning forward or backwards? Are your knees locked? Do they come towards each other as you sit?
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    Do you look down a lot? Does your face rise up, tipping the head back as you stand and sit? Does it rise up, tipping the head back to speak or sing? Do your head and neck poke forward all the time, or perhaps only when you speak or sing? Do you have an aura of ease or are you excited, nervous, self-conscious? If you have a study companion, what have they noticed about you?




    Write down everything you have noticed on the back of the drawing. This is your raw material, your starting point, so keep it. Stick it into the inside cover of your logbook, or take a picture of it for your blog. And keep the film. You will film yourself again at the end of the course and will be able to compare the two, giving you excellent feedback as to how far you’ve changed. If you look at the ‘Before and After’ films on my YouTube channel (youtube.com/ pennyoconnor1) you will see examples of this.
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    In some of those theatre students the development was huge, but do bear in mind that this was after thirty-six lessons taken over nearly two years of acting school. Sometimes it will be the quality of movement that has changed, sometimes the body shape, sometimes the confidence and presence you exude.


  




  Time Out




  Time for a rest and a recap. So far I’ve been getting you to discover a little more about habits – physical, mental, emotional, sociocultural – and how they are formed. We have examined Alexander’s own habits, and why it’s useful for an actor to recognise and let go of theirs, experiencing themselves ‘out of habit’.




  Enough for one lesson, surely? Yes, but I want to finish this week’s session by setting up an assignment that will be ongoing and start you immediately on the path to letting go of unwanted habits. Welcome to the art of lying down in semi-supine: ‘Constructive Rest’ or, as it is sometimes known, ‘The Balanced Resting State’.




  ‘Which book changed my life? The one the teacher put under my head during the Alexander Technique sessions at RADA. I grew an inch and a half.’ Jonathan Pryce8




  

    The Balanced Resting State
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    Read the following instructions first and then have a go.




    Lie on the floor on your back in semi-supine position – knees up, feet flat on the floor, your head supported by a book or two, or by firm foam headrests. You need it to be just enough support so that your head is not falling back, and not so much that your head restricts your throat. This will give you a healthy alignment between the head, neck and back. Your eyes remain open but resting; not glazing over, not straining. Your hands can rest at your side, palm up or palm down as suits you best. Or they can lie on your belly, palm down.




    At the outset, have a wriggle to ensure no clothing is digging in. You may also find it helpful to first do a spinal roll on the floor. Take the head support away. Using your feet for support, and not squeezing your buttocks or abdominals, let the pelvis and spine peel off the floor slowly until you reach the base of your neck, and then roll the spine gently back down again, lowering the pelvis back onto the floor. This will sometimes lengthen and realign the spine. With a hand under your head, lift it and place it back on the headrests. Then leave yourself alone. ‘Scan’ your body with your mind and be aware of how much of you is on the floor. Remain lying in this position, eyes open, for ten to twenty minutes. As you lie there – without your having to do it, and whether you are aware of it or not – the neck is freeing, the head is releasing from the spine in such a way that the whole back lengthens and widens, and the limbs let go of unnecessary holding and tension, whilst being reconnected to the whole of you. (NB. When I use the word ‘back’ I include the shoulders and pelvis in this area.)




    At the end of ten to twenty minutes, scan yourself again. Has something changed? Come to standing by rolling over onto all fours, being careful not to drop the neck but letting the top of your head be directed to the opposing wall. Rock backwards onto your heels, then rock upwards into high kneeling; bring one foot forward and allow your head to lead you all the way to standing. No roll-ups, so beloved of voice and dance tutors! I want you to maintain the alignment of the head, neck and back that you have just given yourself.
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    Pause there in standing, and check out how you feel before returning to the book. Okay, having read these instructions, now carry them out.


  




  As you stood there, how did you feel? Lighter, heavier, taller, nearer the ground, floaty, more wobbly, relaxed, energised? About the same? Whatever you experience is entirely valid. There is no right way to do this. It’s your journey and your experience. What happened as you lay down? Maybe you felt rested, or perhaps your mind was churning with a problem you brought with you to the floor. Maybe you noticed that some pains and discomforts had gone away. Or you may have found it difficult to stay awake. We never step in the same river twice. So each time will be similar and sometimes very different.




  Camilla Cleese recently tweeted, ‘My dad is the only person on the planet still using a phone book…’ – with a picture of John Cleese, a long-term devotee of the Alexander Technique, lying in semi-supine with his head resting on an old copy of Yellow Pages.




  Doing this as a daily practice will change your life. If you don’t do it already, then of course it will be a change! It is a change for many people simply to lie there and not be busy getting on with something more important. This is very important. You are learning to quieten yourself, to pay attention and gently experience yourself as a psycho-physical being. At the same time you are letting go of your habits of mind and body, finding that relaxed alertness or alert relaxation, the default you need as an actor. I suggest you do this for ten to twenty minutes every day during your journey through this book. It’s an essential ongoing assignment. Keep a record of your daily experience over these eleven weeks in your logbook or blog. It’s quite fun to have a note of your discoveries and experiences to look back on. But you will learn anyway, despite yourself. We are naturally learning creatures; it’s what happens, we are primed for it. We don’t have to ‘do’ learning, we learn through our experience. We gain knowledge and wisdom through living. Just turning up regularly and lying down will alter something. And if you write something about it, or draw a picture of it immediately afterwards, it helps the brain retain the experience.
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