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Rude Health: Alexander great for those back problems

A sedentary lifestyle can lead to a variety of health problems, including obesity, diabetes and heart disease. Some of the most chronic results of life behind a desk are to do with bad posture, which can lead to a variety of symptoms, including breathing difficulties, chronic back pain and tension headaches.

The Alexander Technique helps people to obtain a tension-free poise and allows them to develop an effective method of coping with stress.

Physical tensions can be gradually undone and increased ease of movement can occur.

Poor posture can also lead to quite dramatic changes in a person’s height. Individuals have been known to lose up to an inch or two due to bad posture, but these lost inches can be regained as the spine decompresses and the muscles relax.

The Alexander Technique was developed by Frederick Matthias Alexander, a Shakespearean actor. He suffered from chronic laryngitis which prompted him to examine how he used his throat when speaking. Alexander realised that he was placing the muscles of his neck and throat under great strain. He went on to develop a system that eases tension in the body by changing the way people perform daily actions such as walking, sitting and lifting.

The basic principle of the Alexander Technique is that when neck tension is released, the head is guided upwards and the spine can lengthen.

This principle presumes that the body is malleable and that we can train it to think and perform differently.

Many people complain of carpal tunnel syndrome, repetitive stress injuries, tennis elbow and a myriad of other syndromes. Practitioners of the Alexander Technique see many of these symptoms as the result of, rather than the cause of, the stress placed on the body by poor postural habits.

A key element in the Alexander Technique is awareness. It allows people to think about what they are doing wrong when they sit at their desk or pick up a child. If the body is out of kilter, it cannot perform efficiently, so the technique encourages self-awareness. It consciously releases tension and relaxes muscles, so that the person’s posture can return to a natural state.

The technique is generally taught in individual half-hour lessons. The subject may be asked to perform tasks such as walking, sitting or standing.

Through a gentle hands-on process, tense muscles are released and the person is guided back to their full height.

Round shoulders are eased out, and the person is then physically guided in how to perform all daily activities while incorporating good posture. A re-education of the body takes place and a new balance is discovered.

Frank Kennedy has been teaching the Alexander Technique longer than anyone else in Ireland. He says that during treatment he will ‘‘very, very gently ease out the tension in the muscles so that they become relaxed’’. He also guides the person back to their full height and teaches them how to walk while maintaining freedom in the body.

Kennedy believes that poor posture is endemic in modern society and that this is largely due to a sedentary lifestyle. Sitting at a desk all day with your back slouched, shoulders hunched and legs crossed pulls and drags the body out of shape and imposes a great deal of wear and tear on the joints and muscles.

‘‘A crooked man will walk a crooked mile,” he says.

Rather than an addition to your daily routine, the technique becomes something you incorporate into every aspect of your life.

Breffnie O’Kelly suffered back pain following the birth of her daughter three years ago. She tried all sorts of treatments to relieve the pain, from osteopathy to craniosacral therapy. These provided temporary relief but didn’t seem to offer any lasting solution to the problem.

‘‘The Alexander Technique gave me a new way of thinking about moving,” says O’Kelly.

‘‘Instead of going to someone once a week and having something clinked and clunked into position, I became more conscious of the way I was moving.

‘‘When you have pain, you often brace yourself, but this is about relaxing into the movement instead. I now feel as if I’ve got a few weapons in my armoury for dealing with pain.”

What it is: The Alexander Technique

What it promises: A technique which promotes good postural habits. It eases pain and stress associated with bad posture and poor movement.

Where to do it: 35 Callary Road, Mount Merrion, Co Dublin.

Contact: Frank Kennedy, tel: 01-2882446, e-mail: frankkennedy@eircom.net or visit: www.alexandertech-dublin.com or www.alexander.ie

Cost: €45 for a half hour session.
