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“Stand up and be Counted” 

[image: image1.png]


Brian Finnegan puts the Alexander Technique to the test.

Like everyone else in my office, I’m one of those   

people who slouches over my computer for  eight 

hours a day, legs crossed and right elbow akimbo 

to facilitate some good mouse action.  Most days 

I arrive home with a stiff back and shoulders, 

and my wrists have begun to hurt regularly too, 

with all the repetitive hand action that goes with 

modern working life.

The average office worker is desk and computer-bound for an average of 90,000 hours in their lifetime, and most of us will be putting unnecessary strain on our spines for the majority of that time. The Alexander Technique seeks to teach us to use our bodies healthily during everyday activities like sitting, standing, walking, and working at computers.  But it’s no quick fix.  Courses vary between 25 and 30 lessons over a series of months, or even a year.  The reason it takes so long is because you will be learning to defeat habits that have taken a lifetime to evolve.

But first things first; where did the Alexander Technique come from?  In the earlier part of the last century, F. M. Alexander was a Shakespearean actor who developed chronic laryngitis while performing.  Determined to restore the full use of his voice, he carefully monitored himself while speaking, and observed that undue muscular tension accounted for his vocal problem.  Over time, he discovered that when neck tension is reduced, the head no longer compresses the spine and the spine is free to lengthen, a principle that he believed profoundly affected health and well-being.

With this in mind, Alexander created a unique system for unlocking subconscious bodily habits that lead to bad backs, bad knees, bad shoulders and other physical stresses.  The Technique involves a total re-education of the mind and body, bringing our typical everyday movements into more conscious awareness and control.

At the outset of my first Alexander Technique session, Frank Kennedy, a practitioner of almost three decades, explained that the Technique is not a therapy, but an exercise routine; he was not a therapist, but a teacher.  His mission is to re-educate his pupils about how they do everything, every day.  But to begin the proceedings, I was simply asked to stand up and explain how my body acted during the movement.  My head actually went back as I stood up, kind of propelling me out of the chair. Frank then me to stand up while he held on to my neck in the position it should be in during the action.  According to the principles to the Alexander Technique, my head should be going forward and leading the action, with the propulsion coming from my hips. 

Alexander believed that the principle of all movement begins with the head leading and the body following.  The head weighs about the same as a bowling ball.  Ever one for a practical demonstration, Frank had a bowling ball in his desk to give me an idea of the weight my neck and spine are supporting during my daily activities.

There followed a series of investigative movements around the room – walking, sitting, working at a desk – during which I was asked to explain how I believed my body was behaving. I then re-did all of these activities while Frank put his hands on my spine and neck, showing me how the action should be, as opposed to the way I do it.  He then sat me at a desk and explained the five principles of working at the computer in Alexander Technique terms, which I wrote down and swore internally I would adhere to.

Writing this column, I am trying very hard to stick to the rules but every two minutes I catch myself back in my normal hunched, legs-crossed position.  This is why you need a lot of Alexander Technique lessons if it’s to do you any good.  Scientists and well-respected medical professionals, including winner of the 1973 Nobel Prize for Physiology and Medicine, Nikolaas Tinbergen, agree that the Alexander Technique can, among other things, help heal back pain, tinnitus, digestive disorders, fatigue, asthma, depression, and have a marked effect on stress levels.  But you have to be committed to benefit.

My session with Frank lasted an hour, but a normal one lasts only 30 minutes, with a simple focus on one action per visit.  The “teacher” will identify what you are doing wrong in the first part of the “lesson” and help you correct it in the second part, and this will continue over a period of months.   My brief introduction to the Technique, however, has had a lasting effect, I find myself correcting my posture regularly, according to the rules I learned, and arriving home from work nowadays I’m far less fatigued. I’m even thinking of committing to the Technique for the long run, which isn’t like me at all.

An Alexander Technique lesson with Frank Kennedy in Mount Merion, Co. Dublin costs €45

Contact him at (01) 2882446   frankkennedy@eircom.net
To find an Alexander Technique teacher near you, contact the Society of Teachers of the Alexander Technique at 0044 845 230 78128/ enquiries@stat.org.uk  or visit www.stat.org.uk
