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1: Only got a minute?



The Alexander Technique is an increasingly popular complementary therapy that is now widely accepted by the medical profession. It is a system of postural re-education, a way of learning to move our bodies in the way that they were designed to be moved – as nature intended. We unlearn bad habits that have been acquired over many years of daily use and replace them with correct usage.


 


            History of the Alexander Technique


The Alexander Technique was developed by Frederick Matthias Alexander over 100 years ago when he was trying to find a solution for his persistent voice and breathing problems when he was performing on stage.


 


            Who is it for?


The Alexander Technique is a safe and effective method that is suitable for children and adults of all ages and physical conditions. Some people learn the Alexander Technique because they have a specific condition or ailment. Some people learn it because they want to improve their performance, e.g. musicians, actors, dancers, and sports people. Some learn it out of interest and for general well-being.


 


            What are the benefits?


The Alexander Technique is not just for back pain and neck and shoulder tension. It can treat a wide range of ailments – not only physical ailments but also psychological problems such as depression. Anyone who takes it up will benefit from an all-round improvement in the quality of their life.


You can incorporate the Alexander Technique into your everyday life so that you can learn to use yourself well in any situation – sitting, standing, driving, walking, singing, dancing, playing sport, watching the TV, bending, lifting and carrying, or doing the housework.





5: Only got five minutes?



What is the Alexander Technique?


The Alexander Technique is an increasingly popular complementary therapy that is now widely accepted by the medical profession. It is a system of postural re-education, a way of learning to move our bodies in the way that they were designed to be moved. Small children move naturally with proper use of the spine but by adolescence almost all of us have acquired ingrained bad postural habits. The Alexander Technique allows us to unlearn bad habits and replace them with correct usage.


History of the Alexander Technique


The Alexander Technique was developed by Frederick Matthias Alexander more than 100 years ago. Born in 1869, Alexander was weak and sickly and suffered from breathing problems.


During his early 20s, when he had established himself as a young actor, he began to experience vocal problems and sometimes would lose his voice completely.


Doctors were unable to help him so Alexander had to discover for himself what was wrong. He fixed up specially positioned mirrors so he could watch himself rehearsing, as he decided it must be something that he was doing that was causing the problem. Alexander observed three things:


 




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


	
He tightened his throat muscles.


	
He took a short, deep breath.





Alexander was observing what he called his manner of doing. He discovered that the more he tried to correct his habits the worse he made it. But as he practised his principle of not doing, his voice returned stronger than ever. Not only did his voice improve but so did his breathing.


From his own experience he formulated the Alexander Technique and at the age of 25 gave up acting and concentrated on the Technique full time. During his lifetime and since his death, the Alexander Technique has gone from strength to strength. It is well known all over the world and many people attest to its quality.


Who is it for?


The Alexander Technique is a safe and effective method that is suitable for children and adults of all ages and physical conditions.


Some people learn the Alexander Technique because they have a specific condition such as a back problem.


Some people learn the Alexander Technique because they want to improve their performance, e.g. musicians, actors and sportspeople.


Some learn it out of interest and for general well-being. It is suitable for everyone.


What are the benefits?


The Alexander Technique is not just for back pain and neck and shoulder tension. It can treat a wide range of ailments – not only physical ailments but also psychological problems such as depression.


Physical problems that the Alexander Technique can help with include:


 




	
muscular and skeletal problems – e.g. backache, all joint and muscle problems, chronic conditions such as arthritis and rheumatism



	
headaches and migraine



	
rehabilitation after surgery, injury or illness



	
breathing problems such as asthma



	
voice problems including speech defects



	
circulatory problems including high blood pressure



	
digestive problems.





Psychological problems that the Alexander technique can help with include:


 




	
stress-related disorders



	
depression



	
hyperventilation



	
nervousness and panic attacks.





You can apply the Alexander principles to every aspect of your life – sitting, standing, driving, walking, singing, dancing, playing sport, watching the TV, bending, lifting and carrying, or doing the housework.


The semi-supine position


The semi-supine position is one of the best known of all the Alexander procedures. If there were one exercise to be recommended for lifelong practice it would be this one. Basically you lie on the floor with your knees bent and some hard books under your head (refer to page 110 for detailed instructions).


The semi-supine encourages the back to lengthen and widen, and helps the body to regain its natural alignment. It also allows maximum support and relief for the back. Ideally the semi-supine should be practised twice a day for 15 minutes.


Three principles of the Alexander Technique


The three important principles of allowing the body to operate well, gracefully, efficiently and aligned are:


 




	
let the neck be free



	
let the head go forwards and up



	
allow the back to lengthen and widen.








10: Only got ten minutes?



What is the Alexander Technique?


The Alexander Technique is an increasingly popular complementary therapy that is now widely accepted by the medical profession. It works well with other complementary therapies. For instance, osteopaths will often recommend that clients practise the Alexander Technique.


It is a system of postural re-education, a way of learning to move our bodies in the way that they were designed to be moved – as nature intended. We unlearn bad habits that have been acquired over many years of daily use and replace them with correct usage.


How postural habits develop


As small children we stand and move naturally with proper use of the spine. Children sit on the floor, squat and run around. But children soon develop bad posture and bad use of their bodies as they learn by copying adults around them.


By adolescence almost all of us have acquired bad postural habits of walking, sitting and standing and these habits are so ingrained that they feel natural. We are out of alignment! We drive in cars, sit in poorly designed chairs in offices and in the home and we do not have to walk to get around. As we age we sag and hunch over. But the good news is that the bent posture of many elderly people is not inevitable! The Alexander Technique can restore our poise and help us to look and feel better.


History of the Alexander Technique


The Alexander Technique was developed by Frederick Matthias Alexander more than 100 years ago. Born in 1869, Alexander was weak and sickly and suffered from breathing problems.


During his early 20s when he had established himself as a young actor, he began to experience vocal problems and sometimes would lose his voice completely.


Doctors were unable to help him so Alexander had to discover for himself what was wrong. He fixed up specially positioned mirrors so he could watch himself rehearsing, as he decided it must be something that he was doing that was causing the problem. Alexander observed three things:


 




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


	
He tightened his throat muscles.


	
He took a short deep breath.





Alexander was observing what he called his manner of doing. He discovered that the more he tried to correct his habits the worse he made it. But as he practised his principle of not doing, his voice returned stronger than ever. Not only did his voice improve but so did his breathing. His body became fitter and stronger and his personality changed too. He lost his bad temper and became a much more likeable character. He had discovered that physical problems cannot be separated from the mental and emotional tension that accompany them.


From his own experience he formulated the Alexander Technique and at the age of 25 gave up acting and concentrated on the Technique full time. During his lifetime and since his death, many people have attested to its quality.


Who is it for?


The Alexander Technique is a safe and effective method that is suitable for children and adults of all ages and physical conditions.


Some people learn the Alexander Technique because they have a specific condition such as a back problem.


Some people learn the Alexander Technique because they want to improve their performance, e.g. musicians, actors and sportspeople.


Some learn it out of interest and for general well-being.


What are the benefits?


The Alexander Technique is not just for back pain and neck and shoulder tension. It can treat a wide range of ailments – not only physical ailments but also psychological problems such as depression.


Physical problems that the Alexander Technique can help with include:


 




	
muscular and skeletal problems, e.g. backache, all joint and muscle problems, chronic conditions such as arthritis and rheumatism



	
headaches and migraine



	
rehabilitation after surgery, injury or illness



	
breathing problems such as asthma



	
voice problems including speech defects



	
circulatory problems including high blood pressure



	
digestive problems.





Psychological problems that the Alexander Technique can help with include:


 




	
stress-related disorders



	
depression



	
hyperventilation



	
nervousness and panic attacks.





Some key concepts


PRIMARY CONTROL


The relationship between head, neck and torso influences the entire body. Alexander’s conscious projections to establish primary control are:


 




	
let the neck be free



	
let the head go forwards and up



	
allow the back to lengthen and widen.





END GAINING


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


THE MEANS WHEREBY


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


INHIBITION


Alexander’s concept of inhibition means learning to stop just before beginning to do or move in order to prevent bad habits from taking over.


ANTI-GRAVITY


The effect of gravity is that everything is constantly being pulled down. Alexander believed we should play attention to lengthening the spine at every opportunity, thus invoking the anti-gravity response.


FUNCTION


Alexander’s term function refers to the fact that every part of our body has a specific function and works in a certain way. If we employ incorrect use this interferes with the function, but correct use can restore proper function.


STIMULUS


A stimulus is anything that spurs us into action. The Alexander Technique teaches us to re-educate ourselves to become aware of all stimuli – whether they are physical, mental or emotional. It is not necessary to overreact to a stimulus – we can learn to pause and choose a more productive response. Alexander teaches us to receive any stimulus initially by becoming still, neutral and non-reactive so that we give ourselves a chance to respond in a creative and intelligent way rather than with a ‘knee-jerk’ reaction.


THE FOUR STAGES OF DOING


The Alexander Technique aims to take you from Stage 1 of doing to Stage 4 of doing.


 




	
Stage 1 – unconscious inefficiency – the stage where you don’t do as you were designed to do.


	
Stage 2 – conscious inefficiency – the stage where you don’t do as you were designed to do, but are now aware.


	
Stage 3 – conscious efficiency – the stage where you begin to do as you were designed to do but you have to think about it and it feels strange.


	
Stage 4 – unconscious efficiency – the stage where it all becomes second nature and you again move with the grace and lightness of the child.





THE THREE WAYS OF DOING


There are only three ways of doing anything:


 




	
The way you would do it without thinking.


	
The way you would do it if you were thinking.


	
The way it’s designed to be done.





Learning the Alexander Technique with a teacher


The Alexander Technique has to be experienced to be understood. You can, like Alexander himself, learn a great deal from watching yourself. A great deal can be learnt from books such as this one. It’s also beneficial to learn the Alexander Technique through one-to-one lessons with a qualified teacher. It is important only to have lessons from a fully qualified STAT- (Society of Teachers of the Alexander Technique) approved teacher who has undertaken a three-year full-time course.


The semi-supine position


The semi-supine position is one of the best known of all the Alexander procedures. If there were one exercise to be recommended for lifelong practice it would be this one. Basically you lie on the floor with your knees bent and some hard books under your head (refer to page 110 for detailed instructions).


The semi-supine position encourages the back to lengthen and widen and helps the body to regain its natural alignment. It also allows maximum support and relief for the back. Ideally, the semi-supine should be practised twice a day for 15 minutes.


How the Alexander Technique can help in our daily activities


Here are just a few of the times when you can incorporate the Alexander principles into your everyday life:


 




	
sitting down and getting out of a chair



	
getting up from a sofa



	
sitting at a desk/computer



	
driving



	
picking up children



	
changing a nappy



	
bending/lifting and carrying.





Try to apply the Alexander principles to every aspect of your life, even when performing mundane activities such as brushing your teeth.




Introduction




The right thing to do will probably be the last thing we will do, left to ourselves, because it would be the last thing we should think would be the right thing to do.


F.M. Alexander





What is the Alexander Technique?


As an estimated one million people are off work with backache each week in the UK alone, we must be doing something wrong. Doctors usually prescribe painkillers; osteopaths can sometimes correct the problem, but often only temporarily; and surgeons can operate. What is needed is a simple but effective method of re-education: unlearning what it is that we are doing wrong in the first place. The Alexander Technique is exactly that. First developed in the early part of the twentieth century, it has taken its place as a major new process of body care. It has, up until now, usually been practised by ‘teachers’ who correct the problems and give advice.


Beat Back Pain with the Alexander Technique is a practical guide to learning the Alexander Technique so that you can practise it for yourself; a practical, simple but effective guide; a ‘teach-yourself’ instruction manual.


It is likely that most people will have heard of the Alexander Technique but probably will not have had a lesson from a qualified teacher. So, although this is a teach-yourself book, it also explains what happens in a lesson. It is primarily written, however, for the consumer, the ‘end-user’. Some of the complicated language or jargon of the Alexander Technique has been simplified so that you won’t be made to feel that you are reading a text book and you should, therefore, be able to understand the information more easily.


This book takes you through a series of practical exercises and procedures that you can learn to do at home for yourself. It also explores the added benefits, emotional and mental, of what is essentially a physical approach to good health.


Why Alexander?


We will start with a history of the Technique which must include a brief history of the man who discovered it late in the nineteenth century, Frederick Matthias Alexander.


Alexander was a Tasmanian actor who suffered from a recurring problem of voice loss when he was performing his one-man theatrical recitations of Shakespearean speeches. How he found a cure and went on to develop the Technique is told in Chapter 1.


To understand the principles behind the Alexander Technique it is quite important to know how and why Alexander developed them in the way that he did. Reading about his own personal journey of discovery leads us to a realization about the Technique itself – what he did, we can also do.


Who can learn it?


There is a nothing difficult or extreme about learning the Alexander Technique. It is a safe and effective form of moving our bodies in the way that they were designed to move. It can be taught to children and adults of all ages and physical conditions. If you are in any doubt about your ability to practise the Technique, however, it would be advisable to check with your doctor or a qualified teacher.


Above all, do not overdo any of the exercises included in this book – take your time, and exercise caution about how and where you practise.


What it isn’t


The Alexander Technique is not a therapy, philosophy or creed, so you won’t be asked to change your diet, lifestyle or the way you dress. Neither will you be asked to ‘believe’ anything. The Technique works on a fairly simple principle – try it and if it works for you, do it.
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