ver the past ten years, musicians
Ohavc been hearing more and more

about the Alexander Technique as a
resource for performance. In this article, |
would like to share some of my experience
with this technique, both as professional
musician and Alexander teacher.

Briefly, the Alexander Technique is a
method for acquiring skill in what F. M. Al-
exander (1869-1955) called “‘the use of the
sclf.’* This concept encompasses our basic
psycho-physical activities, such as standing,
sitting, bending, walking, manipulating
tools and instrumnents, speaking, and so on
— all of our voluntary activity, in other
words. Alexander, an Australian, devel-
oped his technique nearly a hundred years
ago in response to a difficult personal prob-
lem: an actor by profession, his voice had
begun to fail regularly during perform-
ances, and all available medical counsel and
treatment had given no relief. Faced with
the dilemma of giving up his career or find-
ing out on his own what was causing the
problem, Alexander chose the latter course,
and over the next several years carried out
an amazing self-analyis, his only equipment
& set of multiple mirrors in which he observ-
ed what he later called his ‘““manner of do-
ing.”" He came to learn that in all of his ac-
tivities he was interfering with his inherent
poise and flexibility by unconsciously over-
tensing virtually every muscle in his body.
As he gradually learned to “‘un-do’ this
faulty use of himself, the vocal problem im-
proved and eventually ceased. Free to re-
turn to the stage, Alexander instead devot-
ed the rest'of his life to extending and teach-
ing his discoveries in a career that eventual-
ly spanned more than haif a century.

he most important aspect of this work
concerns the significance of inhibition
as a key factor in behavioral change. Inhibi-
tion in the Alexandrian sense is not the un-
desirable suppression of activity, but rather
the'delaying of an habitual response so that
,a different, directed response can take place
_.instead. “‘Prevent the things you have been
doing and you are halfway home,"’ as Alex-
ander put it, an observation that will be un-
derstood by any musician who has ever
changed an embouchure or other major as-
pect of basic technique. The teaching of in-
hibition on a general basis has remained a
hallmark of the Alexander Technique, and
in fact is what mainly distinguishes it from
other ‘“‘body-works'* that have developed in
recent years.

M own involvement with the Tech-
ique began in 1972, while | was still
clarinetist with the Saint Paul Chamber Or-
chestra. Those first lessons were a revela-

tion to me, in experiencing the case and
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of his Alexander Technique classes at Jullliard.

lightness typical of the Alexander process.
Five years later I began the Alexander
teacher-training program in New York
City, and received my certificate in 1979.

In practical terms as a clarinetist, I found
the Alexander work most directly helpful in
posture and breathing. Where previously I
had done my best to follow advice such
as, ‘“relax,” or ‘‘breathe from the dia-
phragm,"* I was now given direct experience
in Alexander lessons of what those words
really involved — namely, an awareness of
what [ was doing with myself, in order that
I could refease unnecessary tension, to al-
low a free response of my postural and
breathing mechanisms to the on-going situ-
ation. The words in emphasis — awareness,
release, and response — summarize neatly
the Alexandrian dimension of potentially
every learning process.

Another influence on my musical work
has to do with my whole concept of prac-
tice, the musician's central activity. Practice
I had always considered to be dealing with
the clarinet, doing the scales, etudes, and
other things that lead to musical proficien-
cy. From my Alexander lessons | came to
see that another kind of practice was possi-
ble, that of trying to use myself well in my
other daily activities — walking down the
street, waiting in line at the bank, rising
from my chair to acknowledge applause, to

name & few. I realized that [ was indeed the
instrument that played the instrument, and
that working on myself amounted to work-
ing on the clarinet, in a different but highly
significant way.

carning the Alexander Technique re-
Lquiru definite efforts in definite direc-
tions, and there arc always implications
beyond our knowing when eatering into
such a process. In my own case, | certainly
wasn't consciously looking for a new life
when I took my first Alexander lesson, even
though things worked out that way. of
course, most people who study Alexander
are not moved to such major changes —
they go on with their lives, using the Tech-
nique for practical help in their particular
situations.

Also, the Alexander Technique is a seri-
ous study, like music, and as such involves
frustration as well as reward. This frustra-
tion — the gap between our actual perform-
ance and our vision of it — I prefer to call
“creative tension.’’ An inherent factor in
all serious efforts, creative tension requires
not reduction or elimination, but rather un-
derstanding, acceptance, and the energy to
deal with it.

Enaxy seems mysterious enough to most
of us, but one thing is clear: energy
bound up in inefficient neuro-muscular
habits just isn’t available for other purpos-
es. Thus, whatever one’s initial reason for
studying Alexander, the real goal of the
Technique is making more energy available
for meeting “‘the stress of life,”” as Hans
Selye so aptly put it.

Musicians assuredly come in for their
share of this stress; fortunately, they are
well-equipped for dealing with it creatively
because of their practical experience in de-
veloping skills. In this regard, it is encour-
aging to report that the Technique is being
made increasingly available to music stu-
dents as part of their formal programs of
study. This is presently the case at the Juilli-
ard School, the Manhattan School of Mu-
sic, and the Mannes College of Music, a-
mong others. Unlike even ten years ago,
many Alexander teachers are now in private
practice throughout the country. A list of
teachers is available from the American
Center for the Alexander Technique, 142
West End Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10023.
1 wish to thank all of my own teachers in
the Technique, each of whom has contrib-
uted uniquely to my present understanding
of the art.

Ron Dennis teaches the Alexander Technique in
New York Clty, both privately and as a faculty
member of the American Center for the Alexan-
der Technique, the Juilliard School, and the He-
brew Arts School.



