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Introduction  

 

The Alexander technique was initially developed by 

Frederick Matthias Alexander (1865-1955). He was 

an actor suffering from problems with his voice, 

and was unable to find any effective treatments 

from traditional sources. By observing his own use 

of the body he was able to identify recurring 

movements. In studying tendencies he recognised 

the interrelatedness of different bodily movements, 

where “the principal part was the axis of the head.” 

(Jones, 1976, p16) He then developed several 

principles for how to approach the correction of 

alignment and the use of the body. 

 

In this essay I will study two exercises using Laban 

Movement Analysis, to attempt to get an 

understanding of how the Alexander technique 

affects the body. I will then describe the basic 

Alexander principles underlying the exercises and 

how they integrate with each other. To complete the 

study I will outline the fundamental ideas that 

Alexander himself used to structure the technique as 

a whole, and that formed his motivation for his 

lifetime achievements. 

 

The Nature of the Practice  

 

The two exercises that I have chosen are both 

described by Liz Hodgkinson (Hodgkinson, 1988, 

p. 88-91). They are both deceptively simple in  

structure, but also represent some very fundamental 

aspects of Alexander technique.  

 

 

 

 

 

The first exercise consists in getting up from a 

normal chair in one continuous motion. This  

continuity is achieved by letting the head move 

forward first and the body follow the weight of the 

skull, instead of getting up by straightening the 

knees first. It is also important to focus on the 

direction in which you are going, in order to 

maintain balance. I performed it alone and also did 

it in a session guided by an Alexander practitioner, 

which gave me an opportunity for comparative 

analysis (Irgens, 2003).  

 

I start from sitting upright on the chair. The 

practitioner touches the upper part of my neck with 

bound effort, giving it a light pressure. I am 

instructed to resist the pressure with light effort. 

The resistance should only be enough to stop the 

neck from bending independently of the rest of the 

spine. This resistance leaves the subject free to 

concentrate on releasing tension and weight, while 

being guided into corrected alignment. Frank P. 

Jones explains how the purpose of touch is to 

promote the establishment of,  

 

“a new dynamic balance between 

the weight of the head and the 

tonus of the muscles so that 

within a limited range…the head 

behaves like an inertial system 

which can move or be moved 

freely in any direction without a 

feeling of weight.” 

 

Jones, 1976, p. 5   



 DTAA Quarterly, Volume 7, No’s 3 and 4, 2008/2009 31  

Jones also refers to this state as “lightness”, which 

is consistent with light weight as effort shaping. The 

aim here seems to be a state where the movement 

takes on free effort shaping as well, in order to be 

responsive to weight flow and the teacher’s 

guidance. 

 

The touch of the instructor provides a directional 

tension using vertical and sagittal dimensional 

pressure. The body’s counter pressure aids in 

establishing clear spatial directions and removing 

displacing horizontal pulls. 

 

I am also instructed to think of the diagonal 

alignment between the lower back and the middle of 

the torso at the front, which roughly corresponds 

with the lower back and the upper forward corners 

of the sagittal plane. The instruction to imagine the 

diagonal through the torso for stimulating mobility 

echoes Laban’s words:  

 

“Movement following a space 

diagonal give…a feeling of 

growing disequilibrium, or of 

losing balance. The balance is, so 

to speak, dissolved in flow. Real 

mobility is, therefore, almost 

always produced by the diagonal 

qualities of an inclination.” 

 

(Laban, 1976, p.90)   

 

The combination of light and free efforts, combined 

with the image of direct effort produces spell drive. 

The lack of time might be the reason why the 

movement is experienced as a surprise. There is not 

a clear sense of the time spent in the transition from 

sitting to standing. The feeling of lightness 

described in Alexander technique is consistent with 

the combined efforts in spell drive. A reason for 

focusing primarily on lightness as a term is that it is 

a less complex concept than combined efforts 

instructions. In colloquial terms lightness is 

generally affined with the mentioned efforts, and is 

therefore simpler for a layman to imagine as a goal. 

 

As I am rising, I am told to relax in the ankles, 

which stimulates a sense of free effort. I tilt 

forwards with my back, and let the knees bend 

freely while moving forwards. Then I arrive at the 

point of standing, which halts the movement 

through the stabilising pull of a clear vertical 

dimension. The whole procedure gave a sense of 

light and free effort throughout the entire length of 

the body. 

 

The main difference in performing the action of 

getting up to standing, without the teacher, was the 

disappearance of the guiding touch to the neck. It 

became harder to avoid the habitual pattern of using 

quick and strong effort. Applying quick and strong 

effort required much more energy to achieve the 

same result and made the motion jerky. The sense 

of curved and arc-like flow was lost and gave way 

to a much more angular and bound movement.  

 

After some practice the flow improved and it 

became easier to sense the diagonal tension as 

balance for the weight transfer dropping backwards 

from the head. The diagonal inclination could also 

be supported by applying the affined shape qualities 

of rising and advancing. Applying shaping took 

some awareness away from the head, but achieved 

roughly the same results as when concentrating on 

the pure Alexander approach of head alignment. 

 

The other exercise begins from standing, continuing 

into leaning the body back against a wall, without 

walking the feet in. To get more of the back to 

touch the wall the exercise ends in a bending of the 

knees. The purpose is to test if the back is straight, 

by feeling if the whole back surface arrives at the 

wall at the same time. 

 

The movement backwards from standing is 

achieved by a push in the ankle, continuing into 

release. The push is so minute that the movement 

starts to feel like shape flow after a while. The 

backwards movement becomes quick and free until 

it halts upon impact with the wall. The scapulas and 

the pelvis are the main points of contact. The aim is 

to test the alignment by observing if shoulders and 

pelvis arrive simultaneously at the wall. On average 

they arrived at the same, but on occasions I had my 

head lightly turned, which maladjusted the rest of 

the body into a spiralling shape by adding 

asymmetric spatial pulls. 

 

As the knees bend, the pelvis tilts, allowing the 

spine to curve more and touch the wall. In contrast 

with the first move to the back, the bending of the 

knees produces a more sustained effort flow. The 

movement becomes even more fluid when the 

bending of the knees is initiated as a release with 

free effort shaping instead of a bound flexion. At 

first I felt that the movement downwards had a 

sinking quality, but emphasising this resulted in an 

exaggerated back collapse. The pressure into the 

wall meant that the sinking was actually enhanced 

by a retreating sagittal dimensional pull. By 

maintaining only a rising shape quality, the back 

would lengthen and secure the alignment through 

vertical countertension. 
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Theory of Practice 

 

The two previous exercises are designed to bring 

awareness of the body’s alignment. In the exercises 

there are certain basic Alexander principles active 

in supporting the process of alignment. This section 

will describe the principles in relation to how they 

apply in the exercises. 

 

 

Both exercises that I performed focus on the 

alignment of the torso in relation to head and neck. 

Through his own explorations, Alexander found 

that the relationship between head and neck was the 

prime factor in the coordination of the rest of the 

body. This he refers to as the “primary control” 

(Gelb, 1987, p. 42). In the sitting exercise the head 

leads and initiates the movement of the whole body. 

The importance of the head makes sense because it 

is situated at the top and therefore affects weight 

transference down through the body. 

 

Wilfred Barlow mentions the need for the body to 

return to a state of equilibrium (Barlow, 1975, p. 

74-77). When the sense of equilibrium is lacking 

due to prolonged misuse, the head will return to 

unbalanced rest which will subsequently misalign 

the rest of the body. In the exercises the aim is to 

find the correct alignment of the head, for it to rest 

on the top of the body. 

 

“Direction” is the concept at work in imagining a 

diagonal through the torso in the getting up from a 

chair exercise (McEvenue, 2001, p. 20-23). Kelly 

McEvenue describes how actors can use conscious 

thought processes to direct their bodies in 

movement. The process has similarities with 

following the guidance of a theatre director. In 

getting up from the chair I become detached from 

the experience of my immediate self, and take on 

the role of external director. Directing provides a 

means for giving the task a clear spatial path. 

 

The Alexander technique rests heavily on imagistic 

practice in the sense of direction. Conscious 

direction with thought allows the body to be 

organised without forcing it to apply habitual 

tension patterns. Peggy Hackney states that the 

benefit of using spatial intent, which has clear 

similarities with the concept of directing, lies in 

that, “knowing clearly where the body intends to go, 

organizes body connections by establishing a clear 

pathway/goal for the movement.” (Hackney, 2000, 

p. 223) Directing gives the body freedom to let the 

spatial pulls organise dynamic alignment.  

 

Direction is also related to the importance 

Alexander put on translating ends into means. As 

Hodgkinson points out, “The great majority of 

people are so keen on achieving the end result that 

they completely forget to pay attention to how they 

set about doing a particular task.” (Hodgkinson, 

1988, p. 28) Instead of focusing on the goal of the 

task, i.e. touching the wall with the back, he found 

that it was more efficient to simply concentrate on 

finding the necessary steps to get there. Focusing on 

the goal or desired end result would lead to the body 

following habitual patterns, whereas concentrating 

on the path would allow adjustments to be made 

through conscious directing. The solution would be 

to focus on the backwards direction instead of the 

arrival, which tended to produce a more bound flow 

in the body. 

 

In the exercises there is a need for the ability to 

change inefficient habitual patterns and find better 

ones. Simply knowing the exercise and its purpose 

is not necessarily the fastest way to learn new 

patterning. To be able to adjust habitual movement 

patterns and muscular tensions Alexander applied 

the concept of inhibition. In Diane Young’s words 

the purpose is, “inhibiting habits that cause tension 

or pain and replacing them with those that help his 

or her body to function more efficiently.” (Allison, 

1999, p.204) Inhibition is, in Alexander’s 

application, the ability to arrest the movements or 

avoid executing habitual tension. The emphasis 

placed on inhibiting bad alignment of the head in 

Alexander technique can lead to excessive bound 

effort shaping in the rest of the body, if too much 

separation of body and mind occurs. This is one of 

the reasons why seeing the body as a totality was 

important for Alexander. 

 

I am inhibiting the body’s pattern of tensing the 

knees, in the leaning exercise. This is a form of 

inhibition, which makes the body find other ways to 

achieve the same action. In this case the release of 

the knees frees up the static resistance to gravity 

and allows the bending to be performed with less 

energy. This example shows that inhibition does not 

always indicate a forced resistance. It can simply 

signify an abandonment of habitual patterns of 

tension. 

 

General Theory 

 

The emphasis on the head and the upright alignment 

in Alexander technique has philosophical 

dimensions stemming from the evolutionary 

development of civilisation. The idealisation of the 

vertical stance has its roots in the evolutionary 

development of humans as superior to other 

animals. Gelb states that,  

 

“The upright posture is the result 

of millions of years of 

development and is the most 
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advanced stage of the 

evolutionary process. It allows 

man the possibility of greater 

freedom and a better capacity for 

all-round movement than any 

other mammal. It extends his 

visual range and frees his upper 

limbs, making possible fine hand 

movements. It also increases his 

store of potential energy…so 

long as the balancing mechanism 

is not interfered with.” 

 

Gelb, 1987, p. 44   

 

This view is an idealisation of the evolved human 

movement habits. Some of these habits have 

developed to an almost instinctual level. Alexander, 

in his book The constructive conscious control of 

the individual, proposes that the development of 

instincts, even in animals, is largely due to historical 

repetition of movement patterns (Alexander, 1987, 

p. 3). In this perspective, instinctual alignment 

patterns are not fixed, but have the potential for 

being changed and improved. 
  
On the other hand, Alexander argues that the human 

attempts to adapt to the needs of civilisation are 

“unsatisfactory and most disappointing” 

(Alexander, 1987, p. 2). He proceeds at length to 

show the flaws in human evolutionary development. 

One of the essential flaws, as he sees it, is the 

approach of searching for cures instead of 

preventive measures. Instead of treating the 

symptoms, he calls for a prevention of the causes. 

 

This might also be why Alexander himself was 

opposed to the idea that his technique would be 

subjected to scientific studies. He had experienced 

the effects himself and felt that he had done 

sufficient experimental investigations of his own. 

Jones is more enthusiastic about the systematic 

testing conducted by others, which he says, 
 

“….proved to my satisfaction 

that the subjective phenomenon 

that I had set out to investigate 

(the sensory effect of lightness) 

could be reproduced under 

controlled conditions, was 

reported in similar terms by 

independent observers, and 

possessed a set of physical 

dimensions corresponding to a 

subjective report of the 

experience.” 

 

Jones, 1976, p. 136   
 

The Alexander technique, as a somatic practice, 

relies heavily on imagistic adjustment technique. 

Imagistic directing can be facilitated by the 

magnifications made possible by technological aids. 

The experimental studies performed by Jones did a 

lot for showing means of test for unreliable sensory 

experiences. (Jones, 1976, p. 106-137). Alexander 

himself had used multiple mirrors to observe his 

own movements. The techniques that Jones 

mentions, allowed for a more accurate recording of 

dynamic alignment and thereby higher accuracy in 

visualisation and analysis. 
 

Although scientific studies seem to aid the study of 

Alexander technique there is an issue that needs to 

be considered. Alexander was possibly reluctant to 

have too much scientific details presented because 

that might also cause the technique to become too 

rigid. By being explicable and proven to a high 

level might turn the technique from being flexible 

and preventive to becoming purely a curative 

measure for isolated symptoms. As Gelb, states, 

“the human organism always functions as a whole 

and can only be changed fundamentally as a 

whole.” (Gelb, 1987, p. 38)  
 

All the concepts in Alexander technique form a 

chain of interdependently supporting concepts. This 

is partially due to Alexander’s emphasis on the 

unity of body and mind. In his own attempts to 

solve his voice problem, “he found that every idea 

such as ‘speaking a sentence’, was inevitably 

associated with a response of his whole body.” 

(Gelb, 1987, p. 38) He found that attempting to 

perform the exercises with emphasis only on the 

movements or simply thinking the directions was 

inefficient without unified mental and bodily 

commitment. Learning was best achieved through 

an integrative and progressive approach, not 

marooned on details.  
 

Conclusion 
 

The Alexander technique seems to rely extensively 

on a type of approach, as well as specific exercises. 

The means of supporting alignment by imagining 

direction, using inhibition to change bad habits, the 

focus on methods instead of goals, as well as the 

other principles, seems to provide a general 

approach with potential applications in a lot of 

fields. The focus on approach and use allows for 

application in a variety of movement practices, from 

pedestrian activity to refined movements in dance 

and martial arts. Practicing extreme movements of 

refined arts might enhance flexibility by allowing 

explorations of how the principles apply in complex 

patterning. 
 

The general approach to movement means that the 

technique can benefit from the combination with 
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other, more complex movement practices. When 

Laban Movement Analysis was applied, the 

combined efforts constituting lightness, became 

clarified. On the other hand, this detailed 

specification might cause some of the flow to be 

lost. The spell drive that was experienced induces a 

form of trance that relies more on imagistic clarity 

than on accurate control of movement. The focus on 

achieving the unified state of mind and body was 

one reason for analysing the effort phrasing, rather 

than going into more detail on spatial directions and 

body organisations. 
 

The main benefits of practicing Alexander 

technique, as identified in this study, lie in the sense 

of lightness that supports flow and momentum, and 

the achievement of dynamic alignment by simple 

means for complex adjustments. Generally the 

seemingly simple approaches ease the organisation 

of complex movements if performed dynamically. 

The danger is that, especially without proper 

guidance, alignment becomes static positions 

leading to excessive bound flow and tension. 
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