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Report on 40 lessons in the Alexander technique, and related workshops,

‘and an account of the application of the Alexander principle to a course
of acting lessons.

g

Part I - Personal experience of the Technique

Part II Personal experience of the Technique in improvisation workshops
Part IIIX Application of the Technique to classwork

Part X

When I began my lessons with Ms. Lushington, I was under the impressiocn
that wy needs were primarily psychological. I sesuwed to be becouing less
rather than more able to realise my creative intentions as an actorx.
However, Ms. Lushington wade me aware that I had various physical short-
comings that had arisen through consistent misuse - amomyst other things,
an exaggerated lumbér curve and a 'domed' chest. She also said that I
tended to 'over-use' my arms in particular, and that in general my
wechanism showed signs of being worked more than was necesgsary. It is
worth noting that one of the criticisms that has been made of wy work is
" that I ‘work too hard.' Ms. Lushington summed up my general state well,
I think, by saying that as a result of the pexsonal and profeasional
tensions (anxieties, worries and frustrations) of the last few years I
had become physically ‘'screwed up' and needed 'unscrewing and putting
back together again.' Obviously then, what I had only been aware of as
a psychological condition had an exact physical counterxpart. Through my
lessons in the Alexander Technique both the physical and the psychological
state have been greatly improved.

A. Physical change

hAs far as my awareness of having undergone physical change is concerned
I would note the following:

l. I tire far less easily. Before I used to feel wrecked if I had less
than eight hours sleep - now I am far less affected and have overall
a higher level of physical endurance. I normally do fifteen minutes
practice in the wmiddle of the day, which greatly increases my capacity
to sustain effort.

2. My balance, both in general movement and in dance movement, has improved.

3. I can now carry my heavy two~year old daughter downstairs with ease =~
bafore I was continually pulling the muscles in my knee.

4. Recently I had to do a singing audition. I have not had singing
lessons for over five years, but I found that my overall tone had
improved, and that even after this long gap I was able to reach the
top note of my range without too much difficulty.

B. Psychological change

Ms. Lushington's early instructions, ‘Don't do anything, just tell your
head to point up.....' came as a revelation. It had never occurred to
me that your bedy will obey you if you just issue a mental instruction
and that it is unnecessary to reinforce the message. This simple truth
seens to me to have enormous repsrcussions for the wider aspects of
acting and for life. I rxealise suddenly that action is a far simpler
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process than we make it - that worrizs, fears, doubts and anxieties are
quite simply irrelevant. These mental attitudes arise out of fear; they
are in no way related to the realisation of our intentiong but they can
drastically interfere with our ability to achieve our ends. Any action
consists of the intention, the message and tha act, and that is all.

Anxiety, or fear, can only come between the message and the act and haumper
the execution.

From this, I have learnt two things:

1. With practice (I cannot stress the importance to practice enough - and
the practice needs to be in life as well as in theatre), the Alexander
reaction can be substituted for the anxiety reaction.

2. That doing consists of 'allowing the action to happen.'®

Expansion of points 1 and 2

1) Subatitution of Rlexander for anxiety

In oxder to allow the Alexander technique to help me, I had to break an
initial, severe burrier. I had to recognize and totally accept that I was

- given to over-anxiety, which caused hypex-tension, and - most difficult of

all-to accept that this over-anxiety was not a ‘real' rxeaction, but a
'neurotic’ or 'irrelevant' cne. This initial recognition is, in my opinion,
essential. One has to set aside any defensiveness (this in itself is boxn
of fear) that ona may feel about one's shortccuings, and say, "This is how

I an.' Only when I really accepted this could I begin to work for self-
luprovewant.

In the past wy thinking had tended to be ... 'Yes, I au terribly nervous,
but you see, I am afraid that I will:

forget my lines

not have Ghosen the right audition
plece

- gay the wrony thing

~ nake a woess of scens 2

and so on. In other words, I was excessively preoccupied with achieving
my ends, and therefore the anxiety appeared to me guite natural in view
of the jwportance that the situation had for me., Only if the desired end
was achiaeved, it scemed to me, could be anxiety be relieved.

Now I accept absolutely that in order to achieve ona's ends, and do one's
best, one must get aside the anxiety. One nust foresee that certain
situations are likely to be anxiety provoking and remove the effect,
recoynising that anxiety is not an inevitable means to the end.

In the past I have been wore conscious of experiencing this anxiety mentally
than physically. I have tried to solve it mentally - by atteuwpting to
'rationalise' uy fears, or by doing traditional relaxation exercises,

which have been useless. The result of trying to deal with a wental
situation by mental weans has often been to increase the deyraee of physical
tension which again increases the mental tensions, and so a vicious circle
is created. With the Alexander technique, X £ind I can deal with anxiety
fram outside the mind, that is to say, physically. 8o, in times of stress,
I can ‘tell wy neck not to do anything.®

At first it seeuws oddly irrelevant, when one is worried asbout what one can
or can'‘t do with a scene, to start talking to your neck - but then woxxy
is itself irrelevant. I now feel totally convinced that worrxy is neverx
relevant to action.




2) Tension and dver—workinq

What 1s tension? When I have thiought about bodily tension in the past,

I have hLad a mental iuwage that was primaxily static, an iwpression of
rigildity. I have never really thought about, or envisaged tension in
texrmws of wotion. I suppose 1f asked how I thought of tension in movement,
I would have said, 'stiff, robot-like.' I have, however, cbserved that
if I am in a state of uncertainty my reacticn is normally to feel, 'IX
wust do something.' If, in a professional situation I feel fear, I have
tended to grit wy teeth and say, 'I'll do it ox bust!' 1In both cases,
these mental attitudes can result in the end being achieved, but with far.
more erfort than is necessary. I now understand that ‘overworking' is
tension in action which is produced as a reaction to fear or uncertainty.
I still noed a lot more practice at not doing anything, but I am now con-
fident that I can go a long way to eliminate this kind of tension.

It seews to we that the kind of eneryy that is often dissipated in anxiety
should be restrained and held at one centre, through use of the Alexander
technique, to ba discharged in a controlled manner through perxformance,
and that the power of that pexformance will be deteruined by the reserve
of energy that we manage to hold, and by the degree of econcwy with which
it {5 used.

IX. Experience of the Alexander Techmique in Improvisation classes

While taking lessons from Ms. Lushington, I also attended improvisation
clasges run by Ms. Lushington and Berxbare Goodwin., The purpose of these
classes waa to exploxe and examine the application of the Alexandex

- technique to an acting situation. In the course of these classes, cerxtain
things became clear. Before each class the group did twenty uinutes of
Alexander. Then followed a moveument warxm up. The wost noticeabls effect
of the Alexander tachnique in these warm up sessions was that I found it
possible to do the exercises with faxr greater ease than before, and with
less expenditure of enexgy. Consejuently, the warm up was not, as is so
often the case, exhausting, but rather as it was meant to be, invigorating.

After the initial warm up, we went on to doing iwprovisation, with a
strong physical aeuphasis, using po speech, and making considerable use
of masks, From Barbara Goodwin's work in these eight sessions, two
inmportant basic principles emerged:

1. That the power of the imagination is the prime force in acting, and
the gcope and freedom of that imagination can and wust be developed in
each of us.

2. That when we are genuinely 'free' as actors, and functioning correctly
the imagination will completely take over, and transform us mentally and
physically into its ianages.

The power of tha imagination - Stanislavsky and Alexander

At this point I should like to note that over the course of the classes,
the relationship between Alexandex and Stanislavsky becaune increasingly
clear. Stanislaveky set out to analyse the nature of acting when all is
functioning correctly. He recognised that the acting process demands the
interaction of relaxation, concentration and inagination. Ie observed
that tha actor, when 'relaxed', was able to concentrate on the wessayes

of his imagination, which were then unselfconsciously expressed as acting.
The Alexander Technique makes the interrelation of these thrxee forxces nuch
wore precise, and gives us the actual means to achieving it. Up till now,



-4 -

for example relaxation is usually taught by mneans of purely physical
exercises., Through Alexander, we learn that relaxation must be both
mental and physical, and that as wiih tension (see above, previous
section) we must think in texms of an active, not a passive stata.

We must eliminate active tension, and put ourselves in a state of
active relaxation. It is not enough to achieve a state of physical
release for ten minutes before you actually do anything, ounly to fall
back into the same 0ld tense way of acting and moving. Relaxation
must be seen as an attitude and approach which informs the entirxe
working procesa.

If we accept that the imagination is the prime mover of.the actor, and
that ouxr objactive 1s to act under the force of that iwmagination, then
the development of technigue mugt be directed towards an understanding
of the factors that *inhibit*® the flow of the imagination. Actors

tend to feel that they ‘'must do something,® and try to reinforce theirx
imagination, by 'putting on a voice,' for exauple, or by playing for
laughs, or simply by performing totally arbitrary actions which may be
quite irrelevant to the dramatic aituatgpn. (These kind of reacticns
are particularly noticeable when actors improvise.) All these examples
are forms of excessive activity, and they actually stop the imagination
from working, and became themselves a cheap, felse substitute for the
true imagination. The imagination has, quite simply, not had time to
work, the actor has been in such a premature panic to ‘produce the
goods.' Alexander can give us the discipline of stopping and waiting
and those ten or twenty seconds can give the imagination time to work.
But again, it should be emphasised that it takes discipline and practice.

Again, through experience and practice one can acquire the sensation of
trusting one's imagination. Gradually, through the lessons and the
classes, I am acquiring the sensation of action as euwerging, rathex

than being iwposed. Again, the old habit of 'feeling better if one is
doing souething' is hard to break, but through Alexander one can exparience
the sensation of stunding back from cna's active self, which always wants
to be doing, and actually following, and being taken ovex by, the imagina-
tion. ‘

However, in orxder for the imagination to be able to lead us, the physical
body wust be in a state where it can be taken over: it must be receptive
to the maental message. 7The alexander technigue helps the body to achieve
that receptive, pliable state.

To sum up, in these classes, the following truths became clear:

1) The imagination, when flowing freely, does not need to be reinforced
by the actor.

2) Reinforcenment can becone a substitute for imaginative txruth.

3) The Alexander technique can physically liberxate the imagination.

4) The Alexander technigue can put the body in the propexr condition to
receive the wessages of the liberated imagination.



Paxt IXXI Application of the Technique to classwork

Recently, I gave a course of twelve lessons to a group of amateurs.
The course was desiygned to examine the busginess of acting thxough
inprovisation, and was structured as follows:

4 lessons devoted to acting/improvisation using no words.

L " L] “ L] “

using speech.
as applicd to texts.

In the past when I have taught iwprovisaticnal techniques, I have always
had the feeling that souwewhere along the road certain fundamental steps
have been uissed. GStudents secm to experience particular dirfficulty in
passing froa siwple situation to wore complex ones, and I have always

felt that this showed an insufficient grasp of fundameéntals. I now
realise that in fact I have never before been fundawmental enougn, that

I have never quite realised what the very bottowm layers of technique were,
and the need to give students continual practice in them. For example,
when asked to involve spesech in improvisation for the first time the
problem 'I can't think what to say,' has come up. The obvicus answer to
that problem is that it is a wrong approach to improvisation, but it is
easy to find oneself telling a student what he should be doiny instead

of how to achieve it. Baxbara Goodwin lays aluwost total ewphasis, in

the instructions she gives, on means rather than on results. Too often
directors and teachers base their criticism of a student's work on a
pre-conceived notion of what the result should be. But before any result
can be achieved, the student nust be seen to be applying methods likely to
lead to that result, and until he is trained and experienced in these means,
results are unlikely.

My cobjectives in the course were as follows:

1. To stress the imagination as the total souxce of acting, and to give
the students the experience of acting under the influence of the imagination.

2. To make them aware of the factors which work against the free flow of
the imagination and help then to counterxact then.

3. In working with a group who had no knowledge or experience of the
Alexander technigue, to use the Alexandexr approach to achiuwve the ends
above.

I adopted various lines of approach. Instead of giving purely physical
rolaxation exercises, I tried a 'psycho physical approach'. They were
asked to lie on the ground with their head supported, knees bent up.

Then I asked the class to allow me to suggest certain ideas to them, and
while they were lying still I talked to the class caluly and quietly....
e.g. 'At this moment, now, you don't have to do anything, so I would like
you, please, to come to a complete stop. I would like you to set aside
from your mind the activities of the day -~ forget what you've been doing,
if you've had a hard day, if ycu have worries, and exist only in this
moment, now. At this moment, you don't have to do anything.'

Instead of asking them to tense and relax certain muscles, I asked the
class to envisage certain things happening - I asked them to imagine

that their knees were held up by string, like a puppet - that they weren't
holding them up, someone else was doing it.
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Aftexr relaxation, therxe was scws kind of physical or vocal warm up, in
which I trxied to involve the imagination in the physical processes.
Then I would suggest certain woods, scenss cr sensations to their
imaginations.

In the early stages, I would zepeat often, ‘don't do anything ... don‘t
do anything,' as the coumon tendency was to ‘show' or '‘present® rather
than imagine, the states suggested., I reuinded the class that they were
not trying to show me anything, and called their attention to the
temptuation to do things, to ‘work haxd'. I pointed out that wmany of

us are educated to believe that we should be seen to be trying. The
first thing I had to break down was the temptation to be active.

I also stressed on all occasions that we were not in a success/failure
situation, but in a creative, exploratory one. That fear of failure
made one try to achieve in a wrong way. I kept reminding the students
that nothing was always going to work, and they shouldn't expect it of me,
thenselves or aeach other. I£ they couldn't do scmething that waeek, then
mayba they could the next - most iuportant was first to recognise when
they wexre working correctly, and when not. A 'total' emotional approach
to success and fallure is utterly destructive to the learxanlng process.
Sonia Lushington once pointed out that when a child learns to walk it
doean't brace itself for a colossal effort and then have an ewotional
collapse when it falls down, it gets up, it falls down, it gets up, it
f£alls down, and eventually it walks.

S0, in sarxly improvisation I would say:

'It doesn't have to be long, don't go on any longexr than you can, ox
than you want to.'

'If you are asked to choose an emotion to focus on, don't choose an
emotion that you are afrald of, ox would be embarrassed to reveal
(e.g. unbridled lusti)’®

I tried to yet them to experience that acting and invelvement requires

an act of will, and that the will must not be forced or strained. I

tried to make the whole mental process cne of free choice and unpressuxsed
decision. When the students worked with partners, and then with groups
for the firut time, I stressed the need to avoid the fesling, °'I must do
something or say something.' I pointed cut that if they sat aside the
preuature panic to produce, and waited and watched and listened to their
partner, their need to ‘do' would be fulfilled by having samething to
which to respond. I gave a lot of practice in this sensation of watching,
waiting and listening.

Prom this stage, we led on naturally to the lesson that one'’s job in

a scene 18 to play cne's role, and that you can cnly make the contribution
that that role demands, Improvisaticn is often wrecked by everyone trying
~ often with good intentions, or often with no intentions at all - to wake
theirs the wain part. That is to say, I taught the students not to becocwe
so absorbed in their own doing that they did not watch the scene. 'If you
are told that your character is poor, alcoholic and has sixteen children,
there is no need to sat about proving it, just bear it in mind and follow
the scene,’

In other words, having tried in the early stages to bring them to a greatex
awareness of their imaginative selves, I went on to show how self-awareness
can becocme perverted into a sort of self-defensive egoisu, 1f the sume
fundamental principles are not retained in a group situation. Having
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learnt freedom on their own, I tried to teach the students that that

freedom must know when to give wuay when it encounters the freedon
of others.

Pogitive results

1. Massive reduction in transition problems from stoge to stage and
virtually no speech problems at all. Students said, by the end of lasson
four, thny 'really wanted to speak now,' or 'it didn't bother we whather
I spoke or not, it didn't seem to matter.' In other words, they had
acquired a propaer attituds to the business of speech on the stage.

2. When I asked them around lesson six to 'perforu' for the rest of the
group for the first time, I told them not to allow the fact that they
were being watched to affect what they were doing. If they felt 'feax'
beginning to affect them, to just tell themselves not to be affected.
The first students to perform did lengthy and fluent improvisations,
with speech, of one end of a telephone conversation. At the end, they
sald, 'when I got nervous I did what you said, aud it seeued to work.'
What was interesting and gratifying was that at this point they could
casually accept this instruction and put it into practice.

3. VWhen we came to doing group improvisation with words, I pointed out
the need to watch and listen to the scene as a whole - wait, listen and
co-operate. Don't push for something to happen and don't fear silence.
If they were told how the scene should end, I stressed the need to keap
the end in mind but not to push after it obsessively, The degree of
control achieved by the group by lesson eight was quite amazing.
Although thexa was notuparticularly high level of acting ability, their
grasp of the techniques of improvisation and ability to apply them was
certainly greater than any group I have worked with in the past.

4. vhen we came to work on texts, because they had a solid grasp of

the fundamental principles of improvisation as the very stuff of acting
itself, not as a thing apart, the group were able to grasp relatively
quickly the application of luprovisational exercises to texts and were
able to do textual exercises, e.g. exploring thae speech rhythus of a
Beckett script - with suxprising ease ~ because they knew how to iwprovise.

The Alexander technique has been sometimes described as a ‘relaxation
technique.' On this level, it is indeed remarkably effective, convaying
as it does the sensation of tension and rxelaxation as active, not passive,

. Btates. liowever, the widex implications of Alexander, with its euwphasis’

on the recognition of means as the only proper way to ends, are much morxe
radical and far-reaching than at first appears. The technique can be of
iumense help in withstanding these tenaions which we all experience = but
i1f it ig regarded as a thing apart, as a means to a kind of ‘instant

re! “ion', then, like any other 'relaxation technique', it will be about
a8 useful as an aspirin to a cancer patient. It is no use doing 20 ninutes
practice, and then going into a situatton where the overall philocsophy of
the director is geared to 'end~%o n&' ~ *ingtant end-product'’ ~ who shows
quite clearly that ha trusts neither himself nor his actors, and thersfore
establishes an atmosphere of total ingecurity and mutual suspicion. Tho
responsibility lies with the director or teacher to create an atmosphexe
in which Alexander can function - where Alsxander principles govern the
entire working process. Then, I beliseve, the results could be overwhelming,



