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Introduction
In common with the other performing arts (dance and drama) music can properly 
exist only when it is performed; the performer’s task is to communicate the 
creator’s message to an audience as effectively as possible. Dancers and actors, 
however, use their bodies more directly than do most musical performers who 
(unless they are singers) also have to cope with an extraneous instrument (the 
piano, violin, trumpet, etc.) which can form an extra barrier between composer and 
listener. This extra problem for the instrumentalist may result in the feeling that 
there are great physical obstacles to overcome, and this in turn often leads to an 
undue emphasis on acquiring a strong technique through mechanical practice. 
Many indeed are the books of exercises written for this purpose in the case of the 
piano, for example.

Although such athletic drill may produce an improvement in this or that 
small area of technique -  it may, for instance, strengthen the pianist’s weak little 
finger—it tends to lessen the overall musicality of the resulting performance, since 
it concentrates too narrowly on the part at the expense of the whole. Prolonged use 
of such methods may well blunt the sensitivity of the performer: playing a musical 
instrument can easily become a purely muscular pursuit, no more musical than
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typew riting, instead o f the total involvem ent w ith the m usic that it should be. The 
tru ly  great perform ers on any instrum ent are those who are w holly at one w ith the 
com poser’s thoughts and the instrum ent’s sounds -  p ianists like H orow itz, 
v io lin ists like  Heifetz -  and usually such m usical giants seem  hardly to exert 
them selves a t all: they sit or stand still, avoiding exaggerated bodily gestures but 
pu tting  their whole selves into the m usic so that the listener feels drawn into the 
perform ance.

It is not by sim ply copying great perform ers that a young m usician learns 
to  m ake a piece o f music his o r her own, i.e. to  com m unicate its essence with 
conviction. This applies both to the student w ho listens to  a celebrity broadcast or 
recording and then tries to reproduce it, and to the student w ho w atches a fam ous 
artist perform ing and then im itates his o r her m annerism s. The actor, teacher and 
w riter Frederick M atthias A lexander (1923) states: “ . ..  m ost o f us are aw are that 
i f  a pupil in some art is sent to  w atch a great artist, as is so often done, in order that 
h e  m ay learn something which will assist him  in his particular art, the pupil is 
a lm ost invariably m ore im pressed by som e characteristics o f  the artist that m ay be 
c lassed  as faults than by his ‘better p arts’. These characteristics are seized upon 
by  the pupil as factors essential to  his ow n im provem ent in perform ance, but 
experience constantly proves this belief to be m istaken.”

The Alexander Technique: History and Analysis
H ow  then is the student perform er to im prove the standard o f h is  or her perform ance 
an d  gain the necessary confidence to im part the m usic’s m essage to an audience? 
T h e  title o f  A lexander’s book, from  w hich the above w ords are quoted, m ay 
p rov ide one clue: Constructive Conscious C ontrol o f  the Individual. The story o f 
h is  life and w ork supplies another.

A lexander was bom  in Tasm ania in 1869 and died  in  London in  1955. His 
early  in terest in acting led him  to em bark on a career as a reciter, but he encountered 
p rogressive difficulty w ith his voice, w hich tended  to  be hoarse and eventually 
g av e  up altogether during an im portant engagem ent. A s a  resu lt he decided to study 
h o w  he used him self in the act o f  speaking. As he describes (1932), he observed 
h im se lf  m inutely with the aid o f  m irrors, and analysed all the m uscle m ovem ents 
h e  m ade w henever he spoke. H e discovered that various strange m ovem ents took 
p lace  in the neck and head region, the com m onest being a tightening o f the head 
backw ards on  the neck and dow nw ards into the chest. It w as, he believed, this
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stress-inducing m ovem ent w hich affected his voice, and he considered the p roper 
relationship o f head and neck so im portant that he term ed it the Prim ary C ontrol. 
His later teaching in N ew  Zealand, A ustralia, England -  and, for a short tim e, 
Am erica -  w as based on this belief, and on the further belief that use affects 
functioning and the m ore we im prove our total use o f ourselves, the happ ier we 
shall be in all that we do.

Nelly Ben-O r (1983) describes the technique Alexander evolved: it “initiates 
a process o f  freeing the neck and releasing the head in a slightly forw ard  and 
upw ard d irection from  the neck, to  encourage in turn a lengthening and w idening 
effect on the back. This results in a progressive releasing o f  accum ulated , 
unnecessary tensions and brings about an effortlessness and lightness in o n e ’s 
perform ance no t hitherto  experienced”.

W e have only to  exam ine the way we sit dow n and stand up to see that even  
in such everyday activities our use o f ourselves m ay be defective: instead o f  sim ply 
bending o r straightening our legs, we tend to m ake various other quite unnecessary  
m ovem ents w hich, if  indulged in over a long period, are bound-to affect the w ay 
our bodies function. Instead o f  rushing into action, therefore, A lexander taugh t tha t 
we should first o f all stop our habitual responses to a  given stim ulus. H e used the 
term  INH IBITIO N  to m ean this and not, as psychotherapists do, to  m ean  the 
suppression o f  painful experiences from  the past. The next step is to  g ive m ental 
D IR ECTIO N S w hich w ill allow  the central neck-head-back a lignm ent to  be 
m aintained while the body is doing other things, such as the sim ple m ovem ents 
involved in sitting dow n and standing up, or the more com plex m ovem ents 
involved in playing a m usical instrument.

The difficulty, o f  course, is that we are so used to doing things the w rong 
way that this w rong w ay -feels righ t’. A lexander believed that p rim itive m a n ’s use 
o f h im self w as generally good, since he was able to keep pace w ith the very  gradual 
changes in his environm ent. As soon as civilization began to  increase the  pace o f  
change, how ever, m an could no longer rely on instinct in  responding  to  the 
dem ands m ade on  him . I f  he did, his use o f h im self w ould suffer, w hich  in  
A lexander’s (1932) view  actually happened. In order to  correct cen tu ries o f  
misuse, therefore, m odem  m an m ust learn ‘constructive conscious co n tro l’ o f  
h im self through aprocess o f  re-education. Only thus will his feeling o f  w hat is righ t 
correspond with w hat really  is right.
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Such an evolutionary argum ent may no longer be acceptable, but this does 
not disprove A lexander’s hypothesis about the im portance o f neck-head-back 
alignm ent for efficient functioning in  every kind o f hum an activity. W ilfred 
Barlow , a disciple o f A lexander who was also a m edical practitioner, declares 
(1973) that in his experience “over 99%  o f us pull the back o f  the skull dow n into 
the back o f  the neck as we sit down and stand up.” H e goes on to say: “This whole 
region at the base o f the neck, both back and front, is a veritable m aelstrom  of 
m uscular co-ordination”, since so m any activities are centred on it (e.g. use o f  the 
shoulders and upper arms; breathing; speaking; sw allow ing) and that since “ it is 
here that m is-use m ost frequently starts, it is here that we have to start if  we are to 
correct the multitudinous m isuses which the rest o f the body can throw  up. In term s 
o f  the A lexander Principle, it is only when this prim ary m is-use is dealt w ith that 
we shall see the answers to an expanding range o f  questions” . In B arlow ’s opinion 
the A lexander Principle “is not a fringe-m edicine, a neo-progressive education, a 
religious escape, or a quack science. It is a d ifficult disciplined approach to 
personal living which leads, through discipline, to a personal freedom  and health 
w hich is possible to som e extent for m ost people at m ost ages.”

University of Ulster Programme
R ationale
So far as the perform ing arts are concerned, the value o f  the A lexander Technique 
in freeing and enhancing perform ance has been recognised in the theatre world 
since early in the century, when A lexander cam e to London and taught celebrities 
like Lily Langtry and George Bernard Shaw. N ow adays m ost m ajor m usic and 
dram a colleges have A lexander teachers on their staff. In  order to get the fullest 
possib le  benefit from  the Technique, how ever, one m ust have a series o f individual 
lessons spread over a period o f  time, so that the new  and better use o f  oneself which 
one leam s from  the teacher not only is right b u t com es to  feel right and therefore 
to stay.

Obviously w ith a w hole music college or even (as in the University o f 
U lster) a whole M usic D epartm ent o f  som e 6 0 -7 0  full-tim e students, it is 
im possib le to provide such a course o f  lessons for each individual student. Early 
in  1984, however, Nelly Ben-O r (Professor o f  P iano and o f the A lexander 
T echnique at the Guildhall School o f  M usic and D ram a in London) conducted a 
series o f practical sessions with m usic students at U lster Polytechnic and showed
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how  the A lexander Technique could be applied to musical perform ance. In  the 
m eantim e several students had suffered from  problem s caused by tension  in 
perform ance. Since the practical com ponent o f the BM us degree a t the U niversity  
o f Ulster is im portant for all students on the course, the M usic D epartm ent sta ff fe lt 
that a m ore prolonged exposure to Professor B en-O r’s very positive approach 
would help.
Organisation
It was Enterprise in  H igher Education that enabled the M usic D epartm ent o f  the 
U niversity o f  U lster to develop an A lexander-based initiative in 1991-92 . T he 
Project Leader (who is also the present writer) attended tw o short courses in 
London run by Professor B en-O r with the assistance o f another A lexander teacher 
(Peter R ibeaux). Professor B en-O r cam e to Jordanstown for tw o days o f  coaching  
with students and full-tim e staff in May 1991, and paid a further tw o-day  v isit in 
February 1992, w orking w ith a  different group o f  students and w ith  fu ll-tim e and 
part-tim e staff. Building on this work, a system o f  regular ‘perform ance sem in a rs’ 
for students and tutors was operated on a trial basis during the academ ic y ea r 1991— 
92, and still continues. ^
A pplication o f  A lexander s Idea
W hy was the program m e based on the A lexander Technique? A s N elly  B en -O r 
(1988) has stated: “U nfortunately the physical relief is too often considered  to  be 
the perform er’s m ain benefit from  the A lexander Technique, and  the fact tha t 
behind it there is a conscious m ental process at w ork is somehow unacknow ledged , 
or at best only vaguely understood. W hen that is the case, the view  o f  the T  echn ique 
rem ains lim ited by the idea that it causes im provem ents in posture, fo r w hich  it has 
indeed becom e so popularly  know n”. In fact, the Technique is no  m ere postural 
aid but “a real, to tal w ay o f  working, applicable to the entire process o f  p repara tion  
o f m usic for perform ance.” Essential to  this process are several concepts w hich  
derive from  A lexander’s ow n teachings:

First, the concept o f  INH IBITIO N  and D IRECTIN G  m entioned  above. 
Both in  getting ready to  perform  and in actual perform ance one m ay unconsciously  
be using m any involuntary m ovem ents and creating excessive physical an d  m ental 
tension thereby. O ne m ust IN H IB IT  these habitual reactions so as to  free  onese lf 
to serve the m usic’s dem ands. The next step is to give precise D IR E C T IO N S  to 
on e’s body to  carry  ou t o n e ’s m usical intention. As W ilfred B arlow  says (1973): 
“G iving ‘d irections’ is like setting the focus and speed o f a cam era. If  the  focus is
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w rong, a blurred picture will result, w hich can be m isinterpreted in m any ways. 
T im e spent in directing is never wasted. A  far m ore appropriate response is 
possib le if the focus o f perception has been sharpened by directing.”

A  further concept o f A lexander’s is useful in  this connection: that o f  the 
‘ m eans-w hereby ’ as opposed to ‘ end-gaining ’. So often we tend to rush into action 
in m usic-m aking as in everyday life, ignoring the fac t that really detailed m ental 
preparation  will produce a m uch better result. In other words, attention to  the 
correct ‘ m eans-whereby ’ an objective m ay be achieved is m ore productive than the 
single-m inded pursuit o f a specific ‘en d ’. M ore than this, ingrained ‘end-gaining’ 
can negate the influence o f re-education based on sound principles o f  use. As 
A lexander (1932) says: “ ... when a person has reached a given stage o f 
unsatisfactory use and functioning, his habit o f  ‘end-gain ing’ will prove to be the 
im peding factor in all his attem pts to profit by any teaching m ethod w hatsoever.” 

The mention o f a specific ‘en d ’ leads on to yet another A lexander concept, 
that o f  the human organism as a psycho-physical whole. The danger o f concentrating 
on a specific ‘end’ is that it encourages m isuse o f the hum an organism  as a whole, 
w hereas concentrating on ‘m eans’ enables us to get m ore out o f ourselves than we 
thought possible. For exam ple, as soon as we think carefully about how to produce 
a b ig sound on the piano, we realize that only the tips of the fingers are in contact 
w ith the keys and m ake them go dow n m ore quickly o r m ore slowly, so there is no 
po in t in directly using, or rather m is-using, the rest o f our bodies for this purpose. 
If, how ever, we do exert excessive force (via the use o f  ‘body-w eight’) in our 
attem pt to achieve a bigger sound, we are liable to  create extra -  and quite 
unnecessary -p h y sica l tension in ourselves, not to m ention im pairing the sensitivity 
o f bo th  our own ears and those of our listeners.

I f  we act on these principles in our approach to  m usical perform ance, we 
shall put m uch more em phasis on CO N SC IO U S A TTEN TIO N  and CLA RITY  OF 
PER C EPTIO N  which, as Nelly B en-O r (1988) says, are “the m ost im portant 
factors in the preparation for m usic-m aking” and “ the finest m eans for acquiring 
a creative perform ing technique: a technique in w hich o n e’s m usical intention is 
instantly  m anifested in sound by m eans which rely  on  clear awareness and 

conscious directions.”
Im plications and Outcomes
The im plications o f  this approach are clear: we w ill apply our m inds ju st as m uch 
as, i f  not m ore than, our bodies both to preparation for perform ance and to the act
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o f  perform ing. W e will save considerable tim e and effort by firs t learn ing  our 
m usic thoroughly aw ay from  the instrument, paying attention to  such  features as 
harm ony, structure, m elodic line, fingering, breathing places. A n im provem ent in 
m usical expression is bound to result, since mechanical repetition has a  deadening 
effect on the p erform er’s response to musical content. W hen actually  perform ing  
after this rigorous m ental preparation, we will from the start be lis ten ing  fo r  w hat 
we w ant and checking w hat we hear against this. ‘ Practice’ thus becom es a creative 
process instead o f note-learning drudgery, and indeed m any so-called  ‘tech n ica l’ 
problem s disappear once the perform er has absorbed in fullest detail w hat the 
musical score contains. The m usic itself m ay be com plex, but because o f  o n e ’s 
clear perception o f it, one’s internalization of the text, so to speak,, on e  will 
experience no  strain or difficulty in perform ing it.

All these  m atters w ere raised, discussed and illustrated by P ro fesso r B en- 
Or during her two visits to the Departm ent o f M usic, U niversity  o f  U lste r at 
Jordanstown. In M ay  1991 she coached 19 students in perform ance o n  the ir m ain  
instrum ent (8 pianists, 6 string-players, 3 wind-players and 2 singers), and  in 
February 1992 she coached 21 students (6 pianists, 5 string-players, 6 w ind- 
players, 2 singers, 1 guitarist and 1 percussionist), showing in each  case how  a 
better neck-head-back alignm ent and a m ore econom ical use o f  th e  body  can 
produce greater ease in perform ance. Judging from  the response to  a questionnaire , 
the overw helm ing m ajority o f  students w ho attended the sessions e ith e r as 
participants or as observers found them thought-provoking" in te resting  and 
potentially useful. S taff discussions during and after Professor B en -O r’s firs t v isit 
resulted in a detailed schedule o f perform ance sem inars involving all B M us studen t 
perform ers and covering all three term s o f the 1991-92 academ ic year.

A m ong the relevant objectives, discussed by students and s ta ff  in  the 
sem inars m entioned w ere the following:

• , a  m ore thorough preparation for perform ance involving a ll aspects o f
the m usic, e.g. phrasing, structure, harmony, articulation , dynam ics, 
texture and sonority;

• a m ore sparing use o f  the body both in rehearsal and in perfo rm ance;

• a m ore thoughtful approach to practice, stressing on e’s c ritica l self- 
assessm ent through concentrated listening rather than one ’ s ach ievem ent 
o f  m echanical efficiency or one’s developm ent o f  m uscu la r p row ess;
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• a more careful selection o f m usic to be publicly  perform ed, avoiding 
unnecessary difficulty;

• a more spontaneous approach to  the act o f  perform ance, the underlying 
aim  of all the previous objectives being to  free the perform er so that he 
o r she can com m unicate the essence o f  the com poser’s m usical thoughts 
to an audience with the utm ost directness, unim peded by physical, 
m ental or em otional obstacles.

Conclusions
T he close scrutiny o f teaching and learning m ethods generated by this whole 
program m e o f visits, seminars and practical sessions is already helping students 
an d  tutors to re-think their attitude tow ards the perform ance com ponent o f  the 
B M us degree. The system o f ‘perform ance sem inars’ is expected to continue as 
an integral part o f each BM us student’s schedule and as a m eans o f enabling him  
o r  her to perform  in public as efficiently and confidently  as possible.

The attraction o f the Alexander T  echnique as a  catalyst in this process is not 
th a t it m akes everything easy -  it is in fact, as Barlow  (1973) says, “a difficult 
d isc ip lined  approach” -  but that it m akes us realize the truth o f C assius’s words: 
“T h e  fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, but in o u rse lv e s . . . ” (Shakespeare: Julius 
C aesar, I. ii).

It focuses our attention, that is, on ourselves: how  w e use ourselves now, and 
how  we could  use ourselves better. As W ilfred B arlow  (1973) says, the A lexander 
T echn ique “is not a m ethod of m anipulation in w hich the subject is a passive 
rec ip ien t and goes out none the w iser about how  to stop h im self getting into a 
tension-sta te  again. It is a m ethod by w hich he is taught to w ork on h im self to 
p reven t his recurrent habits o f m is-use, and by w hich he can  learn to build up a new  
use-structu re.”

In the context o f musical perform ance, the T echnique frees the perform er 
from  a reliance on Unconscious m echanical responses and enables him  or her to 
assum e full responsibility for the way the m usic is transm itted from  com poser to 
lis tener. By supporting an A lexander-based training schem e in the U niversity o f  
U ls te r’s D epartm ent o f  M usic, therefore, Enterprise in H igher Education is helping 
studen t perform ers to take greater responsibility for their actions, to  show m ore 
in itiative in deciding how  music should be in terpreted, and to becom e m ore 
en terprising  in every way.
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