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Foreword


I first became aware of Barbara Houseman’s work some years ago when I was performing with the Royal Shakespeare Company. She was part of the great tradition of voice teaching, which the company encouraged, pioneered by the brilliant Cis Berry.


More recently I have worked with Barbara as a director and as an actor. In both cases she was an enormous inspiration.


This excellent book distils the experience of many years into a tremendously useful manual. Not just for the actor, but for anyone who wishes to work on releasing the full potential of their voice and reap the benefits in their life and work.


The book’s advice is practical and flexible. Application is certainly required to see results, but enjoyment of the process is also remembered throughout. The work really is fun. It can be read sequentially or dipped into according to need or specific interest.


My experience is that these techniques and this philosophy result in clearer, more truthful communication, in individuals expressing themselves with greater meaning and truth, and help people, through the joyful release of their vocal potential, to become more fully themselves.


For that gift I thank Barbara, and I wish you joy on the journey.


KENNETH BRANAGH
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Introduction


The potential of voice work


Voice work can release an actor. The voice is the bridge between the inner and outer worlds and, if the voice is free, it can reflect the inner world with great accuracy, revealing each actor’s unique response to character, situation and text.


That is the purpose of this book: to support each actor to find their own released voice; to find their own power and expression so they can fully communicate their thoughts and feelings subtly, flexibly and excitingly.


So how does this book work?


This book is about choices, not about correctness. Depending on your experience of voice work you can use it in different ways to build up your own personal tool kit to serve your individual needs as an actor.


If you have done little or no voice work, read through each chapter once quite lightly, so that you get an overview. Then, go back and work through the exercises in that chapter. Once you are comfortable move onto the next chapter and work in the same way. At the end of each chapter I suggest how you can put the exercises together to create a brief workout, so that you are not stuck with an ever-increasing session. Once you have gone through the whole book you will have a much greater understanding of your voice and of which exercises help you most. Then, you can put together your own workout and warm-up or you can use the ones I suggest.


If you have done more voice work, but feel there are gaps you would like to fill in, then, read lightly through the introduction to each chapter to get an overview of the work and then pick and choose the exercises you think will be most helpful.


If you have a particular issue that you want to work on, then, look in the trouble-shooter section. This will give you a brief explanation and direct you to relevant exercises.


Respecting the complexity of the voice


We need to work on the voice with respect. The voice is an expression of self. It expresses our ease or lack of ease both with ourselves and the world. It cannot be bullied into shape.


To work on your voice you need to start by getting to know it: approaching it with curiosity and respect rather than judgement and demand. Then you will start to understand your voice and any necessary change will be much easier and more pleasurable to achieve.


Where not to look for your voice!


Our voices naturally have the potential to express our inner thoughts and feelings so powerfully and accurately yet often this potential becomes obscured. This can lead us to believe that we never had the potential in the first place. As a result we may try to copy someone else, whom we feel does have a powerful and expressive voice. This never works. Such a voice can never reveal our inner responses. If you wish to find a voice that truly touches an audience, you have to find your own voice.


Understanding why we lose connection with our voice


Before you can find your own voice it is necessary to understand how its potential to express and reveal so powerfully and accurately is obscured.


When we are very young our voices are strong, free and connected. The reason for this is that we trust ourselves. We have a clear connection with how we feel and we have the freedom and confidence to express this – with-out doubt, judgement or effort.


Over the years we often lose this trust in ourselves. Doubt and judgement start to erode our sureness and we either draw back, afraid to commit, or we overcompensate.


This happens to a greater or lesser extent to us all. It seems to be part of the maturing process. We start off very sure of our world and confident that how we see and respond to that world is how everybody else sees and responds to it. Then, we come to realise that other people experience the world differently from us. This is a blow. Are we right or are they? Do we abandon our view and take on theirs or fight tooth and nail to protect our beliefs and to persuade them that they are wrong? It can take a lifetime to rediscover an easy sureness in ourselves, which allows us to honour our own world-view and that of others.


Where we have drawn back, the voice will often be quieter and less expressive. Articulation will often be less firm and clear. The voice may lack support and resonance. There may be a sense of the voice being swallowed or trapped in the throat.


Where we have overcompensated, the voice may be strident, and perhaps shrill or tight when emotional. It may be over emphatic, over expressive and over articulated. Although it may seem a strong voice it may still lack support and resonance and instead be pushed from the throat causing, in time, vocal strain.


Finding your voice


Obviously, the whole book deals with the process of finding your voice, but there are some key tools that I would like to introduce now. Using these tools can revolutionise your voice work and make it far more enjoyable and successful.


Quiet sureness and commitment   Working with an attitude of quiet sureness and commitment helps to remove both tentativeness and over effort from your work. This sureness and commitment is not a false external confidence but a true internal certainty, the kind of certainty we have about activities we have always found easy. For example, if you have always been good at sports or mathematics or cooking or driving a car you won’t be tentative about doing these activities, nor will you feel you have anything to prove, you’ll just get on with them. That is quiet sureness.


Quiet sureness allows you to commit completely, without force, to what you are doing and it releases great energy. Also, by simply committing, many so-called problems are immediately solved. So when in doubt, recall a feeling of quiet sureness and instead of pulling back or pushing forward, gently, but firmly commit.


Light but Full Awareness   Many problems occur with the voice because we have no idea what we are actually doing. One of the fastest ways to bring about change is, paradoxically, to stop trying to change anything and simply be aware of what you are doing. This gives you a chance to notice tensions and unhelpful habits and this awareness alone will set in motion a change. You can then easily build on this change by doing the relevant exercises.


So, instead of striving to achieve or reeling exercises off mindlessly while you think about something else; just lightly pay attention to what you are doing, without any judgement.


Ease   Being aware will help you to notice when you work with ease and when you work with strain. Strain is always the result of excessive or inappropriate effort.


Certainly effort is required when using your voice in performance, otherwise there will be no energy. But it is vital that this is appropriate effort. How do you know whether it is appropriate? If you feel physically and mentally at ease, then you are on the right lines.


So make ease a high priority when you are working. Anything achieved through strain will be of no use to you on stage.


Interest   Ease ensures that you do not over-work the muscles, but what assures that you do not under-work them?


Well, sureness and commitment go a long way to getting the muscles to work appropriately. The more quietly sure and gently but firmly committed you are, the more energy you will have.


Another great energy-giver is interest. Think of a time when you were working on something which really interested you: remember how alive you felt. Then, think of a time when you were working on something that didn’t interest you: remember how lethargic or tensed up you felt.


Interest gives you easy, flexible energy. So, work with interest and curiosity not with judgement and doubt and you’ll find you have far more energy and, hopefully, far more fun.


Generosity   This may seem a very strange tool to work with. Yet so often, we approach work on ourselves with huge judgement and criticism. We beat ourselves up mentally when we can’t do exercises, we put ourselves under huge pressure to achieve. It is no wonder that, as a result, we often give up if we are finding particular work difficult. It is just too painful to continue.


So, you need to work with generosity towards yourself: with the kind of generosity you would show towards someone you care for very much. Think of someone for whom you would have endless tolerance and acceptance and, then, apply that tolerance and acceptance to yourself!


This is not a soft option or a ‘wet’ way of working. If you work with generosity and acceptance towards yourself, you will find that you can stay with work that is difficult for far longer and, as a result you will achieve far more, far more quickly.
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Before You Start


Having given you five key tools to work with in the introduction, I would like to add a few reassurances and some advice on how to approach the work.


A FEW REASSURANCES


There is no need to spend ages practising


It is the regularity of practice that is important. It is much better to practice for a short time every day than a long time once a week.


Also, you don’t have to do all the exercises at one time. You can separate them into smaller, more manageable chunks that can be done at various points during the day.


Some exercises can be practised as you go about your daily life. This is an excellent way of practising, since the aim is for the work to become natural.


It is better to practise each exercise for only a brief time – two or three minutes at most. After this the quality of attention falls off and you will find you revert to old habits, which is discouraging.


There is no need to think about your voice or any of the exercises whilst you’re on stage


It is neither helpful nor necessary to think about the voice, or voice exercises, whilst you are on stage.


If you practise with focus and attention, and warm up as suggested, then, on stage, you can forget about your voice and fully engage with the text and the other actors.


If you do find that you still have problems in performance, look in the trouble-shooter index and work as it suggests. If the problem persists, then you need to find a voice teacher to work with to discover the root of the problem.


Whatever route you take, once on stage forget about your voice!


You won’t end up sounding false


All the exercises are designed to develop your own voice to its full potential. To make it more responsive to and expressive of your feelings and thoughts.


It is a good idea to think of developing your voice for general use, rather than just having a ‘stage’ or ‘performance’ voice. This way it will have greater flexibility and feel more owned. Also, you are less likely to tire or damage it. A great deal of vocal tiredness and damage is the result of demanding social use rather than demanding performance use!


You don’t need to get rid of your own accent


It is a nonsense to feel you have to shift from your own accent to ‘so-called’ Standard English or RP to work as an actor.1 You do need to work on your voice to find its full clarity, richness and expression. If you can’t be understood or your voice has a limited expression, the richness of your thoughts and feelings will never be communicated.


You may choose to learn Standard English as an accent, for that is what it is, it is not a neutral. There is no such thing. It simply happens to be the accent spoken by those in power so it is called Standard English. If the seat of government and power had historically been in Liverpool rather than London, then Liverpudlian would be Standard English.


Nor is it necessary that classical plays be done in Standard English. What classical plays do need is an owning of the language, by which I mean looking not only at what is said but also at how it is said: the words used and the images behind the words (see the exercises Three Times Through and Sharing the Pictures with the Listener in Chapter 7).


Certain plays, such as those of Coward, Wilde and Rattigan may need a certain way of speaking, but this is as much about character, attitude and class as it is about accent. The accent is an expression of who the characters are and how they interact with the world and so developing the appropriate accent is part of building the character.


So, please, work in your own accent on the voice exercises in this book. By all means, if you are working on a play, where you have to speak with a different accent, then go through your voice exercises in that accent. That is a good way of really owning the accent and ensuring you can use it freely and healthily.


Technique is not the actor’s enemy


Technique does not need to lead to work that is artificial and studied. Technique does not need to be an enemy of truth. Technique can help you fly.


When you have a role you are happy with, in a play you believe in, working with a director and fellow actors you feel at ease with and stimulated by, your voice and body, imagination and creativity work wonderfully well. However, when all these elements are not in place and you feel less secure, that is when technique comes into its own. It is your rescue remedy. It helps you to re-find your best work, to re-enter your creative space, and your technique for doing this will be as personal as your acting itself.


What I have noticed about very experienced actors, who turn out consistently good work, by which I mean fresh, exciting non-predictable work, is that they are able to build a creative space around themselves in which they can flourish, however unhelpful the circumstances. This is the technique I am interested in: exercises that enable you to do your best work, to feel free and creative wherever and with whoever you are working.


Anyway you already know how to use your voice and body well. It is just a question of relearning it!


Unless there is a physiological or psychological problem, all babies can scream the house down, for hours on end, without damaging their voices. All healthy toddlers have great posture and an expressive voice, full of range and colour, which they can use incessantly without getting a sore throat.


So you do already know how to do it. It is all simply buried under a collection of less helpful habits you’ve acquired along the way.


This work is really a way of returning to your best self, your most expressive self. Once you have done that, then, the more you use the muscles the stronger they will get.


HOW TO WORK


I have already talked about sureness, commitment, awareness, ease and interest and how these can help your work. Below are some more ways of working that can take the pain out of voice work and make it much easier.


Check your approach


How you approach the work is as important as the work itself. So often it is approached tentatively, which de-energises, or with excess effort, which strains. Think about how you have approached voice work in the past.


Have you always drawn back from it a little? If you have you may have found that none of the exercises ever seemed to work fully, that it all felt a little flat and mechanical.


Or have you always tried too hard? If you have, you may have found that you could never do the work without tension creeping in somewhere; that it left you feeling all knotted up.


Try to approach the work with a quiet sureness. Assume that you will be able to do the exercises, even if you have found voice work difficult in the past. Check every so often: ‘Am I drawing back or trying too hard?’


Vocal energy and expression come from vocal muscles that are committed and alive, rather than holding back or grabbing and pushing.


Keep the mind light


Our thoughts have a powerful effect on our body and, therefore, on our voice. A tight mind will lead to a tight body and so to a tight voice. Thoughts of pushing and striving to achieve lead to physical and vocal over-effort whilst thoughts of fear and doubt lead to physical and vocal holding back.


The good news is that if you work with a more relaxed and open mind you can influence the body and voice in a positive way. I talked in the introduction about working with sureness, commitment and interest to bring energy. I also spoke about the importance of working with ease. To achieve physical and vocal ease you need to find ease in the mind. Working with an attitude of patience, of tolerance, of kindness and generosity towards yourself, as I have already suggested, all help to bring about mental and, therefore, physical and vocal ease.


Use mental focus and direction to avoid excess physical effort


Successful voice work relies as much on mental focus and attention as it does on physical effort.


If you try to achieve any activity through physical effort alone you will end up using more muscle power than you need and there is a very good chance that you won’t necessarily use the best muscles for the job.


Using mental focus or direction to stimulate activity leads to much more accurate and efficient use of the muscles, which means that activities are achieved with greater ease and flexibility.


Sports people work in this way. If a tennis player is trying to improve his or her forehand stroke, as well as spending time practising the mechanics of the stroke, they may watch examples of a good forehand on video and then try to visualise the whole stroke. Then, the brain is left to turn this visualisation into action.


In this way, the brain is given the whole pattern and left to work out the best way for the body to achieve the activity, which means it can engage the best muscles for the job.


There are three vital components to this process – imagery, touch and mental bounce


Imagery   The use of imagery is often hotly debated, with many seeing it as ‘airy fairy’ and imprecise.


My view is that the problem lies in the way imagery is used, not in the use of imagery itself.


An image works because it is simple and yet it carries a complex set of instructions from the brain to the body. You only need to focus on one thing – the image – but, as a result, a complex set of processes is set in action.


In order for imagery to work, the image needs to be precise and meaningful to the person using it. I always explain to people that my image is a starting point and they should feel free to adapt it or change it altogether until it works for them.


It is also important the person focuses on the image one hundred percent. Often imagery doesn’t work because the person is not paying complete attention to the image. Instead, they may be checking to see if the old, unwanted behaviour is still occurring or they may be consciously ‘doing’ because they don’t trust the image to work by itself.


So, it is important to find the right image and, then, put full attention on that image and trust that the desired activity will occur.


Touch   Obviously, you need to focus quite precisely on the area that you wish the image to activate. Otherwise the brain may send a general message, which will activate more muscles than necessary or even activate the wrong muscles altogether.


This is where touch plays such a vital part. If you place your hands on the area you wish to move, that helps the mind to focus on that area.


Imagine the brain’s problem. There are millions of motor nerve cells in the brain, which transmit instructions for movement all over the body. If you are trying to build a new behaviour, the brain will be unsure as to which nerve, or nerves, to send the message down. So it may not send the message at all, or else it may send it down the nerves it always has done, so causing the old behaviour, or it may send the message to the general area causing more muscles to work than is necessary or desirable.


By placing your hands very specifically and firmly on the area you wish to be activated, the brain gets sensory feedback, via the sensory nerves, and has a much more accurate idea of which motor nerves to send the message down.


Imagine, for example, you are trying to teach yourself to raise one eyebrow. You may well hold the eyebrow you don’t want to move still with one hand and move the other eyebrow up and down with the other hand until the brain works out which nerves will activate the required muscles.


Working with imagery and touch will enable your mind to focus more quickly and help you achieve results without extraneous effort.


Mental Bounce   Imagery and touch allow you to give precise instructions to the muscles. Mental bounce provides the energy for the muscles, enabling them to commit appropriately rather than holding back or forcing.


Mental bounce is an energetic state of mind that comes from sureness, commitment and interest. A good way to access these is to think of flirting or teasing or being a little cocky as you do the voice work. This releases a great deal of easy energy, galvanises the muscles that support the voice and shape our speech, and makes voice work more fun to do.


Work slowly and calmly


Understandably, actors will often exclaim ‘But I can’t do it that slowly on stage!’ Of course not and no one expects you to. The point of working slowly is to give your brain some time to absorb the new pattern. If you practise slowly the brain will pick up the new habit accurately. Once it has this new pattern clearly imprinted it will naturally be able to speed it up. However, if you work fast, the new habit or pattern is likely to be jumbled and will not be accurately reproduced. So, actually, working slowly leads to quicker results.


Working calmly is important for a similar reason. It gives your brain space. Also, if you work with anxiety or effort or impatience the brain will assume that these are part of the new, desired habit or pattern.


Work on one thing at a time


It is best to focus on the task set in each exercise and not to try and carry over tasks from other exercises unless specifically asked to do so. I call this ‘layering’ – working on one aspect or layer at a time. This keeps everything simple and makes life much easier. It also achieves much better results. It is a question of working on each piece of the jigsaw and trusting that the pieces will fit themselves together, which indeed they will!


Always focus on the behaviour you want and keep going!


There is a great tendency to keep checking and moving the focus back to the behaviour you don’t want. Not only is this disheartening it is also counter-productive because you end up giving more attention to the old habit, that you want to drop, than you give to the new habit, that you want to build. So keep your focus on the desired behaviour and trust that, eventually, the message will get through.


Don’t be disheartened when it is difficult


When an exercise is hard it is time to celebrate. It means that you have an opportunity to learn, to extend your skill. If you only do exercises that you find easy you may end up feeling good but you won’t necessarily learn a great deal. So when an exercise is difficult – enjoy it!


Of course, this doesn’t mean you have to worry if you don’t find an exercise difficult! Whatever the exercise, however easy or difficult it may be, don’t be impressed or discouraged – just get on with it.


Feel your voice rather than listen to it


It is very tempting to listen to your voice and monitor it that way.


This is unhelpful for two reasons. Firstly, it puts you outside yourself in what is potentially the self-conscious, judging position, which is never helpful, but especially not for creative work. Secondly, you may strive to recreate the sound you heard and liked and there is no guarantee you’ll achieve it through the same means, so there’s a danger you’ll produce the same sound but in a less efficient or relaxed way.


However, if you focus on the physical feeling of your voice in each exercise, you stay inside yourself, with yourself, in the aware position, which is much more helpful to the creative process and vital when performing. Also, your physical experience of your voice is far more accurate. Once you have located the physical sensation associated with a particular vocal behaviour you will know when you feel that sensation again you are accurately recreating the behaviour you want.


Getting rid of the tyranny of the throat


We all know sound is made in the throat. We may not know exactly how, but this knowledge often leads us to put our attention there, which achieves little or nothing of any use and often leads to inappropriate and unhelpful effort.


It is important to know a couple of facts about the throat before we go any further.


The production of sound is not the only function of the larynx. It also protects the lungs by preventing food and drink entering the windpipe.2


In addition, the larynx enables us to engage in physically strenuous tasks by closing the throat and so turning the chest into a non-collapsible cavity. Try the following to understand for yourself what I am talking about:














	[image: images]

	Push against a wall as if you are trying to move it and feel what happens in your throat. Can you feel a closing or pushing together there?
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If you’re not sure about that, try pretending that you’re straining to go to the toilet and see if you feel it then.







‘So what?’ you may say. ‘How is this relevant?’ Its relevance is that the brain associates effort with a need to close or constrict in the throat. Therefore, if your brain perceives speaking in general, or a particular role as effortful it is going to constrict the throat and this is the last thing you want to happen.


How do you avoid this? There are two ways, which might at first seem contradictory.


Firstly, you pay attention to the throat, but in a completely different way from usual. You work on being able to keep the throat open, to ‘deconstrict’ it.3 This work is much less technical and much more accessible than it may sound. I’ll go through the exercises later in the book.4


Secondly, unless ‘deconstricting’ your throat, you should never put your attention there. Many actors damage their throats through being over-protective of them. They mentally ‘hold’ the throat and this leads to actual muscular holding. This often occurs if an actor has had trouble with their voice. If it has let them down, they find it hard to just let the throat get on by itself.


Similarly, if an actor has a cold, there is a tendency to protect the voice, which again can lead to a type of holding, and which takes the attention off the breath support muscles, which would help the voice out.


So if the attention is not on the throat where is it? It is on some point in the breath support system in the lower half of the body. Where exactly is a matter of personal preference, of what works best for each particular actor. Moreover, it may change depending on the particular role and on the demands it makes.


This work is very easy to do and does not involve you thinking technically during performance. Again it will be covered later in the book.5




Note


A word of caution: if you’re working with weights at a gym, ensure that you can always breathe in and out freely and fairly quietly as you work and that you are not closing your throat. If you find this is happening you need to work with lighter weights. Otherwise the constant pushing together of the vocal folds will damage your voice.





A last word


Throughout the writing of this book I have continually questioned whether practical voice work can be satisfactorily conveyed through the written word. When I am working with a student I don’t go through a set pattern of exercises starting at ‘A’ and working through to ‘Z’. I start from where they are and work according to their needs. With the book, however, I have had to cover all possibilities, which has meant a fair amount of exercises and explanation. I have kept these as clear and straightforward as possible but, nevertheless, the book may feel daunting at times. My advice, therefore, is to approach the book very lightly and trust yourself to find what you need.


Voice work does not need to be a chore nor a daunting, impossible task. See it as explorative, playful skill-building. Children learn a huge amount in the first five years of their life and they learn most of it through play. They have huge curiosity and enjoy learning and, since they don’t have any idea of how much there is to learn, they remain undaunted.


Remember, if you wanted to climb Everest you would get nowhere by standing and looking at a picture of Everest thinking ‘It’s far too high and hard to climb’. You would get on much better if you started rock climbing classes and practised when you could, in a way that you really enjoyed. Gradually you would find yourself doing harder and harder climbs until the idea of climbing Everest was not so remote. We all have our Everests and if we start working in a way we enjoy, not being put off by the enormity of the task, we will conquer them.
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Body Work


Why do it at all?


Unless we have a specific problem at birth, we all start life with bodies that are aligned, balanced and at ease. As a result we can breathe and make sound fully and freely.


As life goes on we acquire tensions and habits that take our bodies away from their natural states. As a result our breath and voice often lose their fullness and freedom.


Working on the body is, therefore, the quickest way of working on the voice. Although it may seem a slow and frustrating way to start, it will make the rest of the work much quicker and easier.


Objections to body work


‘People don’t have perfect posture in real life. If I learn to stand and move well I won’t look real anymore and I’ll lose my individuality’


It is true that few of the characters that actors portray have so-called perfect posture. But body work is not about creating one posture or one way of moving, it is about finding balance and ease, freedom and flexibility. By working on the body to release personal, habitual posture, the actor opens up the possibilities of what they may play, both physically and vocally.


‘Working on my body makes me self-conscious. It doesn’t loosen me up, it makes me stiffer’


It is not working on the body as such, or indeed on the voice or anything else, which makes us self-conscious. It is our attitude to that work. If we are judgmental and distrustful of ourselves, then, when we start to do any work that focuses on ourselves, we will feel inhibited.


Self-consciousness is judgmental monitoring of ourselves. However, if we swap tense judgement for relaxed attentiveness, if we are softly curious rather than harshly critical, then, we can work and find an ease with ourselves that allows us to move forward.


‘I’m hopeless at body work, so what’s the point? I don’t want to be that sort of actor anyway’


Nobody is hopeless at body work. It is true we are not all cut out to be dancers or mime artists or acrobats but these are specific physical skills, whereas a free and balanced body is possible for us all: it is how we began, just take a look at any two-year-old. So it is not a matter of conforming to some external norm but of regaining the grace and ease our bodies were always intended to have. Becoming more ourselves not less. Whatever ‘sort’ of actor one is or intends to be, a performance cannot be alive and flexible if the body is sluggish or stiff!


‘I have a physical disability, all this focus on body work excludes me!’


Not at all, we all have a different range of abilities physically. I have worked with actors with profound disabilities, but never has it been a case that they couldn’t do the work. They worked at finding balance and ease, freedom and flexibility in their own terms. If the principles of an exercise are understood it can always be adapted to work for individuals with different needs.


‘Body work does relax me, but I can’t use it. I can’t go on stage that relaxed!’


Obviously stage performance requires energy. Relaxation needs to be paired with dynamism. This work is all about finding ease physically in whatever you do, so that, however hard you are working, whatever extraordinary demands your performance may make on you, you always have space and flexibility to perform without physical or vocal strain or fatigue.


SO, LET’S GET STARTED


What are you actually getting up to physically?


So many of our habits are unconscious. We are often not aware of tension building up, we are just aware of the result – fatigue or pain. At other times we are aware of the tension but can’t work out how to release it, because we are not really clear enough as to how exactly it is building up.


The following exercise is about noticing your particular physical tension patterns, where the tension starts and how it builds. Once you have this awareness it is much easier to stop tension patterns developing.


Keep your focus light and easy and avoid trying too hard. The theatre director, Declan Donnellan, makes a useful distinction between unhelpful and helpful focus. Rather than ‘concentrating’ he encourages his actors to ‘pay attention’. I love this. It is so much lighter. Try concentrating on an activity and, then, try paying attention to the same activity and you’ll notice the difference.


Body review


To make you consciously aware of unconscious tensions


We are going to start with a body review. I would like you to look at two situations: firstly, one where you feel nervous, uncomfortable and awkward; secondly, one where you feel confident, comfortable and at ease.


Reviewing how your body feels in these two situations will give you a chance to become more specifically aware of where in your body your tensions lie and how they accumulate in a difficult situation.


This exercise is best done with a partner.
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Decide on your two situations. Start with the nervous, uncomfortable or awkward situation.
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Stand or sit – depending on what you would have been doing in the situation. Have your partner stand or sit to the side of you, looking at you.
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Close your eyes and focus on the situation where you feel uncomfortable.
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Your partner goes through the list of body parts below and you describe how each body part feels, using whatever words or images come. For example: ‘tense’, ‘loose’, ‘heavy’, ‘light’, ‘clenched’, ‘easy’. There’s no need to be technical. It is just a question of how it feels to you. Obviously, some parts of the body may feel fine, while other parts may have no particular sensation at all. Simply describe what you notice. Your partner writes down what you say, using only the words that you use.
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Throughout the list keep re-imagining the situation as strongly as you can.
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Here is the list. Always work from the feet upward. Obviously, if you have sensations in parts of the body not specifically mentioned here, then please add those. This list is just a guideline.









Feet


Ankles


Lower legs


Knees


Upper legs


Hip joints


Buttocks


Belly


Spine


Rest of the back


Ribs


Chest


Shoulders


Shoulder joints


Upper arms


Elbows


Lower arms


Wrists


Hands and Fingers


Neck


Head


Face


Jaw


Lips and Tongue
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Once you have gone through the whole list, shake out and, then, move on to the second situation. Don’t discuss the list at all at this point.
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Again, close your eyes and focus on the situation. Your partner goes through the list again and you describe how each part feels now. Once you have finished, shake out as before.
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Now, look at the first list. Where is it in your body that you tense in the nervous, uncomfortable or awkward situation? Try going back into that state and exaggerating the tension you feel so that you can bring it more into your consciousness. Try to feel where the tension starts. Experiment with how it might be affecting your breath and voice.
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Once you have explored the tension in this situation, shake out gently to relax the body.
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	Then, look at the second list to see if there are any parts of your body that are tense even in the confident, comfortable, easy situation?







These areas are important because they tend to act as ‘seed beds’ or ‘springboards’ from which tension can easily and quickly arise and build once you are in a stressful situation. It is good to work towards releasing these areas. The more at ease you are ordinarily, the easier you will find it to maintain ease in difficult situations


There is no need to repeat this exercise regularly, but you can use it whenever you want to explore what is going on physically and vocally in any situation. Paying attention allows you, to a degree, to become your own teacher and guide.




Note


Releasing tension in your body does not stop you from playing characters that are nervous, uncomfortable or ill at ease. It simply allows you to do so with more versatility.





NOW TO WORK


There are four areas of work I want to look at:


Release and Redirection removes habitual tensions and re-balances the body and so brings flexibility and ease.


Centring and Grounding creates a secure base and so brings stability and balance, which, in turn, enables further release of tension.


Toning and Alignment develops appropriate use of physical and mental effort and continues the re-balancing work and so brings energy and alertness.


Cardiovascular Exercise builds physical fitness and so brings strength and stamina.


Release and Redirection


This work is firstly about letting go, about allowing tension in muscles to release. Muscles take longer to relax than they do to tense, so, it is important to rest in each position for some time or, if it is a movement exercise, to move slowly and smoothly to give the muscles a chance to undo.


It is also important to allow the breath to be as free as possible, so, every so often, check that you are releasing your breath rather than holding it. There is no need to worry about the in-breath – as long as you are letting go of the out-breath the in-breath will take care of itself.


The redirection part of the work is about mentally directing the body to lengthen, widen and open. This enables the body to begin to re-balance and re-align. Remember – the more precise your image and the more you trust this image to work, rather than ‘consciously doing’, the better the results you will achieve.


Stretching


To release pent-up energy and tension


It is often difficult to go straight into still relaxation work, so it can be useful to start with some stretches. The ones below are based on a set of Shiatsu exercises.6 They not only give a physical stretch; they also balance the energy.


If you find you have a great deal of pent-up energy you might want to start with a couple of minutes brisk walking on the spot, really swinging your arms and lifting your legs, before you move on to the stretches.


Rest comfortably in each stretch position and let gravity and the out-breath do the work. This will give you a far deeper and healthier stretch than all the forcing in the world. Forcing only tenses muscles further.


Stretch 1


Opening the Chest
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Stand with your toes turned slightly inwards.
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Comfortably link your thumbs behind your back. As you breathe out, lift your arms away from your body behind you, allowing your chest to open. (See diagram 1a.) Rest in this position for a few breaths. Then, bring your arms down.
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Again lift your arms away from your body, allowing your chest to open, then leaving your arms in this position, lean forward from the hips, as far as is comfortable, keeping the legs slightly bent. (See diagram 1b.)
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Rest in this position for a few breaths, keeping the legs soft but straight and the neck relaxed so the head is dropped. Then, come out of the position slowly and easily on an out-breath, with the head coming up last.







Stretch 2


Stretching the front of the body and the front of the legs
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Stand facing the wall. Raise one arm above your head and rest your hand flat on the wall for support. (See diagram 2a.)
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On the out-breath, lift your opposite foot behind you and grasp that ankle with your free hand. (See diagram 2b.)
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Think of supporting your ankle with your hand rather than pulling the leg up and back.
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Breathe in and, then, on the next out-breath, move your thigh back and up, taking care to keep it parallel with the other leg. Then, gently arch your back and look at the ceiling. (See diagram 2c.) This will give you a stretch through the whole of the front of your body, on the raised leg side.
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Rest in this position for a few breaths and, then, come gently out of the position on an out-breath.
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Then, repeat with the other hand against the wall and the other leg raised behind.







Stretch 3


Opening the hips and stretching the lower back
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Sit on the floor with your legs bent and the soles of your feet together. (See diagram 3a.) If it is difficult to sit up in this position, place one or two cushions under your bottom.
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Then, bring your feet as close to you as is comfortable, whilst still keeping the soles together and the spine long.
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Hold your toes loosely and lean forward from your hips keeping the back straight and the shoulders relaxed. Let the elbows move outwards and down towards the floor as the arms bend. (See diagram 3b.)
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Don’t worry if you can’t lean forward very far. Many people are tight in the lower back and hip area, so, just do what you can without force. Cushions really will help if you are finding it difficult. Then, as time goes by and the lower back becomes looser you may find you no longer need them.
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Rest in this position for a few breaths and, then, come gently out of the position on an out-breath.







Stretch 4


Stretching the back of the body and the back of the legs
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Sit on the floor with your legs stretched out in front of you. Again, sit on a cushion if necessary. As you breathe out raise your arms up above your head, keeping your shoulders and shoulder blades gently dropped as you do so. End up with your arms in line with your body, palms facing each other. (See diagram 4a.)
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Breathe in in this position and, then, stretch up and forward from your hips, keeping your back long, your shoulders soft and your shoulder blades dropping gently down your back. Take care to bend from the hips rather than the waist and keep your head in line with your body. (See diagram 4b.)
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When you have stretched as far as is comfortable, rest in the position for a few breaths, imagining your fingers are gently reaching out to the far wall, while your back continues to lengthen, your shoulders to soften and your shoulder blades to gently drop down your back.
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Then, come gently out of the position on an out-breath.







Stretch 5


Stretching the upper back














	[image: images]

	
Sit cross-legged on the floor. Again, on cushions if necessary.
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Cross your arms over your upper-body and hold your upper arms with your hands as if you are hugging yourself. (See diagram 5a.) Then, as you breathe out, curl forward from your hips, keeping your bottom in contact with the floor or cushions. (See diagram 5b.)
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Rest in this position for a few breaths, making sure you can breathe easily, then come gently out of the position on an out-breath.
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Stretch 6


Stretching the sides of the body
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Sit with your legs stretched out in front of you and as far apart as is comfortable. Again, sit on a cushion if it is difficult to sit upright. (See diagram 6a.)
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As you breathe out, raise your arms above your head, keeping the shoulders soft and the shoulder blades gently dropping down your back. End with your palms facing forward. Then, turn to face your left leg.
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Breathe in in this position, then, on the next out-breath, from the hips lean over the right leg, looking at your left shoulder as you do so. (See diagram 6b.) You will feel the stretch in the left side.
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Rest in this position for a few breaths, then come gently out of the position on an out-breath.
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Repeat on the other side. (See diagram 6c.)
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Putting the stretches together


Once you’ve learnt the stretches they shouldn’t take long to do, just a few gentle breaths in each position. Always rest, lying on the floor, for a few breaths after you have done the stretches.


Release and redirect


To allow release of tension and to begin to rebalance and realign the body


This is an excellent and safe exercise. It gives your body a chance to release from its habitual tensions: to lengthen, widen and open and to return to its natural ease and balance.


As you do the exercise, resist the temptation to bully your tension away.


Relaxation and release are achieved through letting go. You can’t force them. The more you rest and give up your weight to the floor and allow yourself to let your breath go, the easier you’ll find it.


I suggest you read through this exercise first. Then, put the bulleted instructions in parts 2,3 and 4 onto a tape, so you can do the exercise without having to refer to the book.


Part one – Resting in the Alexander position


We are going to use a position from the Alexander Technique.7 This involves lying on the floor on your back, with your head on a couple of books and your legs bent, so that your feet are flat on the floor. (See diagram 7a.)
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There is a natural curve in the small of the back, so this area will not be flat on the floor. Bending the legs helps to lengthen the lower back and so will avoid any excess arching.


Your head needs to rest on enough books so that your chin is slightly lower than your forehead. (See diagram 7a.) This helps the back of your neck to lengthen.


Some people feel a little constricted in the throat, at first, with their head on the books. However, if you avoid pulling your chin into your chest and instead imagine the back of the neck lengthening this sense of constriction will go in time.














	[image: images]

	
Lie on the floor in the Alexander position as described.
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Check that your legs are parallel, so your knees are in line with your hips and your feet are in line with your knees.
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Rest your hands on your belly, with your elbows well away from your sides so that your shoulder blades move out away from your spine. Also, check that there is plenty of space under your armpits.







Part two – Directing the body to release and balance


You are going to let your attention direct your body into a more relaxed and balanced state. Don’t worry if your body does not respond, just keep imagining the ease and relaxation you want and ignore the tension.
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Start with your feet.
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Imagine the soles of the feet softening and spreading and really resting on the floor.
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Imagine the toes uncurling and spreading.
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Imagine the sides and the top of the feet softening and spreading.
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Imagine space and a feeling of fluidity and expansion in the ankle joints.
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Imagine the muscles of the lower leg softening.
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Imagine space and a feeling of fluidity and expansion in the knee joints.
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Imagine the knees floating towards the ceiling.






	[image: images]

	
Imagine the muscles of the upper leg softening.
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Imagine space and a feeling of fluidity and expansion in the hip joints.
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Imagine the hips opening, sinking into the floor and widening across the floor.
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Imagine all the muscles in the groin area softening.
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Imagine the belly muscles softening, first, on the surface and, then, deep inside.
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Imagine the buttock muscles softening.
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Focus on the spine. Imagine the spine lengthening from the tailbone up to the top of the neck.
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If it helps, imagine a spiral of energy moving gently up and down inside the spine connecting and lengthening it.
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Focus on the rib cage, which extends from just above waist level to just below shoulder level and encircles the whole upper body.
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Focus on the back of the ribs, where they join the spine. Imagine space in the joints there, a sense of fluidity and expansion.
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Picture the ribs fanning out across the back and then curving round the sides of the body. Picture the upper ribs connecting to the breastbone while the lower ribs connect with each other via cartilage and the bottom two ribs float freely.
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Imagine the whole rib cage being able to stretch open and then relax again as it might on a deep and satisfying yawn.
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Imagine the lower rib cage, from just below the breastbone down to the waist stretching open and relaxing even more on a deep and satisfying yawn.
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Focus on the area between the shoulder blades and the spine. Imagine that area softening, opening and widening. Imagine the shoulder blades moving away from the spine.
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Focus on the chest. Imagine the chest area softening, first around the breastbone area and then right out into the corners of the chest.






	[image: images]

	
Imagine the shoulders opening, sinking into the floor and spreading across the floor.
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Imagine space and a sense of fluidity and expansion in the shoulder joints.
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Imagine the muscles in the upper arms softening.
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Imagine space and a sense of fluidity and expansion in the elbow joints.
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Imagine the muscles in the lower arms softening.
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Imagine space and a sense of fluidity and expansion in the wrist joints.
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Imagine the palms softening and the backs of the hands softening. Imagine the fingers softening and spreading. Imagine space and fluidity in the finger and thumb joints.
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Imagine the hands becoming heavier and really sinking into your body.
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Let your attention move back up your arms and across your shoulders to your neck.
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Imagine your neck spine growing up out of the rest of your spine. Imagine your neck spine lengthening and all the muscles in the back of the neck softening.
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Focus on the muscles just below the base of the skull, either side of the top of the spine. Let these muscles soften and lengthen. Have a feeling of fluidity, expansion and space here.
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Imagine all the muscles of the scalp softening.
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Imagine the muscles of the face softening and the face opening.
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Imagine the forehead spreading and softening.
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Imagine the eye area softening. The eyelids softening and the eyeballs softening.
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Imagine the cheeks and nose softening.






	[image: images]

	
Imagine the jaw softening and releasing.
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Imagine under the chin softening.
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Imagine the inside of the mouth softening.
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Imagine the tongue softening. The tip of the tongue softening. The front of the tongue softening. The middle of the tongue softening. The back of the tongue softening.
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Part three – Releasing inner tension


Now imagine that there is a tube, which runs from your lips back along your mouth and down through your throat, your chest and your belly all the way to the anus (See diagram 7c.)
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At first it may be hard to imagine the tube at all or there may be whole parts of it that seem completely blocked. Just keep working with the idea of the tube opening and clearing.
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If it helps, imagine that a gentle spiral of energy is moving up and down this tube opening it up and clearing it out.









Note


There is a sense of connection between the throat and the anus. This may sound mad, but if you don’t believe me try tightening your anus and see what happens to your throat! Also, remember that people the English would describe as tight-lipped, the Americans describe as tight-assed!


Remember to relax your anus again, if you tighten it!





Part four – Centring your attention
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Move your hands so that they are resting over your navel, if they are not doing so already. Make sure your elbows are still resting on the floor. If this is not possible place a cushion under each elbow.
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Focus your attention where your hands are.
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Imagine that the breath is gently filling into and emptying from your belly where your hands are. Do not consciously move your belly, just focus on the idea of it moving: gently rising as it fills and falling as it empties.
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Don’t worry if you feel that the breath is more in your chest, ignore that and just focus on your belly and in time the breath will drop. Also, let the ribs do as they like. Keep all your attention on your belly where your hands are.
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Rest for a few minutes, keeping your attention on the movement of breath in the belly. Don’t judge your breath, or try to control it or change it. Just let it be. Your attention may well wander, so just keep gently bringing it back to rest on your belly and the idea of breathing from there.
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Gently rest at the end of the exercise, forgetting about your breath altogether.
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Then, on an out-breath open your eyes and slowly look around to reorient yourself.







If you can find 15 minutes as regularly as possible to do this exercise, it will allow deep release of habitual tensions and make the rest of the physical and vocal work easier to do.




Note


Once you have a good sense of lengthening and widening on the floor, you can take that sense into standing and sitting and even into particular character’s postures. For example, if you were playing Richard III, once you had found the posture for the character you could then think of lengthening and widening in that position. This will not change it externally, but it will ease the position for you so that it is easier to maintain and to breathe freely. As a result, this allows more flexibility vocally, physically and mentally.





Ankle rotations


To release tension in the ankles, small of the back, and neck


Tension works up the body, therefore, tension in the ankles, knees and hips can profoundly affect the rest of the body and many breathing and postural problems are the results of such tension. In order for us to rest and be at ease the ankle, knee and hip joints need to be loose.


This simple exercise releases the ankles and can help to keep the small of the back and the neck more relaxed and fluid. It is amazing how tightness in the ankle can lock up so much of the back. Of course, you do not always have to do the exercise lying down as I describe here; you could do it while you were sitting on the tube, train or bus.
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Staying in the Alexander position, lift one leg and cross it over the other so the lower part of the crossed over leg hangs loose. (See diagram 8.)
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Rotate the ankle slowly and smoothly four times in one direction, imagining that you are oiling the joint and making it more fluid. Check that you are not holding your breath.
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Then, rotate four times in the opposite direction.
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Repeat with the other leg crossed over.
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Rest in the Alexander Position for a few seconds.







Pelvic rounds


To free up the pelvis, lower back and neck


We will look at loosening the knees later. Now, we are going to look at freeing up the hips so that the pelvis and lower back can move freely.


This also helps to free the small of the back and the neck. In fact, this exercise gives a wonderful massage to the whole spine. It is based on a Feldenkrais exercise.8


Remember to gently breathe out and loosen your jaw while doing this exercise. It is very easy to hold your breath and clench your teeth, especially at first. Also, remember to move as slowly and smoothly as you can, so the muscles have time to release.
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Start by lying on the floor in the Alexander Position as in the earlier exercises. However, remove the book from under your head and let your head rest on the floor.
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Focus on your sacrum, which is the bony base of the spine, just below the small of the back.
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It is slightly curved and you are going to work with that curve rocking up and down and side to side to loosen up the whole pelvis and lower back area.
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Without taking your weight off the floor, gently tilt your pelvis forwards and up until the small of the back is flat on the floor. (See diagram 9a.)
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Then, again without taking your weight off the floor, gently tilt your pelvis back and down until the small of the back is fully arched away from the floor. (See diagram 9b.)
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Rock back and forth several times from the flattened to the arched position.
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Once you are happy with the movement repeat it a few more times keeping the belly and buttock muscles and the hip joints as loose as possible. Also, remember not to hold your breath or clench your jaw.
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Then, rest in the Alexander position for a few breaths.
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Then, rock from side to side of the bony base of spine. This is a tiny rock from side to side of the bone. It is not rocking from one side to the other of the whole bottom.
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Then, rest, again, in the Alexander position for a few breaths.
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Now, you are going to circle round the bony base of the spine. Start by tilting the pelvis, as before, so that the small of the back is flattened into the floor. Then, circle round to one side; then circle down until the small of the back is fully arched away from the floor and then circle up to the other side and then circle on up until the small of the back is flat on the floor again.
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Once you have a sense of the movement, circle four times slowly and smoothly in one direction and, then, four times slowly and smoothly in the other direction, remembering to breathe freely. The less force you use and the more you imagine gently massaging your whole back the better.
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