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Is poor posture and movement making you feel like you
are driving through life with the handbrake on? The
Alexander Technique can teach you to freewheel, writes
_Fearghal 0’Connor.. .



Did you know that your head weighs the same as the average portable television?  Carry around a TV all day and you will know all about aches and pains.  As for your head, half an hour with Frank Kennedy re-educating you in the arts of standing, walking and sitting brings new meaning to the phrase “taking a weight off your mind”.

Feeling your spine expand to its true length is exhilarating and there is a degree of light-headedness as you walk with your head perfectly balanced for the first time in many years.

   Unfortunately, old habits die hard and such posture is only achieved with Kennedy holding your head just where it should be.  For the habitual sloucher, perfect poise takes more than just one lesson in the Alexander Technique. 

   “The Alexander Technique is not about sitting or standing up straight with Victorian rigidity,” he says, “It is about restoring the natural poise and coordination possessed by very young children and African women who can carry their goods around on their heads. Each one of us is wired up for perfect poise but this is knocked out of kilter by our sedentary lifestyle.”

   The Alexander Technique sets out to restore that natural poise and coordination. Kennedy stresses that it is not a therapy – it comes under the umbrella of education. It is taught in individual half-hour lessons.

   “We teach a person how to consciously release tense muscles. Over a course of lessons a person is physically guided in how to sit, stand, walk, swing a golf club or whatever in a tension-free manner,” says Kennedy.

   Poor posture and movement is endemic in modern society as a result of our sedentary lifestyle, believes Kennedy.  “The crux of the problem is that human beings are not designed for sitting.  We are designed for moving. Yet an office worker can spend up to 80,000 hours in a lifetime sitting at a desk.  If they are sitting with their chin jutted forward, their back slouched, their shoulders hunched and their feet wrapped around the legs of the chair, this distorts the body which in turn can have considerable implications for health and well being,” he says.

   An Australian named F.M. Alexander, born in 1869, was the first to identify the connection which exists between poor posture an movement, and various ailments such as neck, back and muscular problems; repetitive strain injury; vocal strain; irritable bowel syndrome; fatigue; and stress-related illnesses. 

   In his younger days Alexander was a budding actor until his voice began to break up on stage.  As nobody could get to the root of his problem, he began to suspect that he might be straining his voice in some way when performing.  In an effort to discover what he was doing wrong, he began to observe himself in mirrors- first when speaking ordinarily and then when performing, noting any physical difference between the two.
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 He began to notice that while performing he was over-tensing

 his neck and putting his head back, which was putting a 

strain on his larynx.  In learning how to prevent that tension 

pattern, he solved his voice problem, and in the process 

formulated the method that became known as the Alexander 

Technique.

  Kennedy first came across the Alexander Technique in the 

late ‘60s in a newspaper article entitled The man who

Mastered Habit.  He dismissed it as something that was the

preserve of royalty, but a friend soon convinced him otherwise. In 1968, he took classes with Walter Carrington, who had been Alexander’s assistant teacher, and he trained under him to become the technique’s first Irish consultant in 1973.  Things started slowly, but his first pupil was Dermot Ryan of the Ryan Hotel Group and Kennedy has never looked back.

   “I was very struck by the practical nature of the work in that it was not a therapy and it was not an exercise regime, but it was something you brought with you into your daily life,” says Kennedy.

“ I have lots of referrals from doctors and a lot of people come for back problems.  A lot come just for personal development and others come just to improve their golf swing. A common fault with the golf swing is that people are misaligned and they are swinging with the handbrake on. There are a lot of different reasons why people come. Our aim is to get to the root of the problem, so if a person’s back problem is a result of putting too much strain on their body in terms of how they sit, stand and walk, our job then is to relieve that and get them to move and carry themselves with tension-free poise.”

