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Introduction 
 
The Alexander Technique has been one of the most important and 

productive aspects of my time spent at the RCM. |Every year I am 

finding out more about my relationship to myself and my 

instrument, the guitar. Particular focuses this year have been centred 

around the primary control, panoramic vision and sitting, most of 

which have been assimilated by regularly resting in semi-supine. The 

exploration of these aspects of the Alexander Technique has taught 

me a lot about how the way I use my body effects its function. The 

Alexander Technique has helped me work on my playing posture 

and has enabled me to develop ways to connect with audiences more 

openly. I have learned to release tension in my tongue, jaw, 

shoulders, arms, hips and legs meaning that I can play with greater 

freedom and ease. My practice has also improved as I have found 



that by resting in semi-supine, I am able to sustain heightened 

concentration throughout a practicing day.  

This self-reflective statement will set about to distinguish particular 

aspects of the Alexander Technique that have helped my playing and 

performance on the guitar. The reflection will be divided into 

sections touching on aspects of the technique I believe have helped 

me the most. These include the primary control, panoramic vision, 

sitting and semi-supine. 

 
 

 
Primary Control 

 
 

“Good Primary Control is fundamental to good coordination” 1 
 

 
Throughout my time at the RCM the primary control has been an 

area of continual focus. Every term, I am discovering new ways in 

which I can improve the head, neck, back relationship. This year, I 

have found that I still hold a lot of tension in my jaw and shoulders. 

As a result of this tension, movement in the upper body and hands 

                                                        
1 Kleinman, Judith, Buckoke, Peter, The Alexander Technique for Musicians, Bloomsbury, 2013, p.47 



was restricted. This effected my ability to observe important position 

shifts on the guitar. Tension in my shoulders meant that my fingers 

were not able to move as freely as I wanted, inhibiting right hand 

dexterity in passages requiring fast picking techniques. I liked the 

cause of these ailments with misuse of the primary control. A picture 

taken whilst I was on a summer holiday shows this clearly: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In the picture you can see that my shoulders are hunched, and my 

head is tilted back (as highlighted by the arrow), shortening the 

distance from the base of my head to tops of my shoulders. This 

Figure i - Jamming on the beach 



habit was causing my shoulders to over fix, reducing freedom in the 

arms, essential to the agile movements required to play the guitar.  

I noticed a similar pattern in the first of three videos taken in my 

Alexander Lessons. This time, misuse of the Primary Control was 

caused by clenching the jaw: 

 
To address these areas of misuse, I have tried incorporating 

inhibition and direction into everyday thought. Alexandrian 

directions such as ‘head up’, ‘shoulders widen’ and ‘jaw free’, 

worked in order to improve my head, neck, back relationship and 

maintain the primary control. I found by inhibiting negative habits 

and directing new ones, I was able to consciously improve my 

Figure ii - A still from lesson video 1 



playing posture. Inhibition/Direction helped balance my spine, free 

my arms and relaxed the muscles in my jaw and face, enabling me 

to perform with greater physical freedom.  Below is an image from 

the second video taken in the year. I would like to think that I 

found a more open playing position, exploring full movement of 

the shoulders, arms and head.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure iii – A still from lesson video 2 



Panoramic Vision 
 

“The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new 
landscapes, but in having new eyes” 2 

 
The vision and its potential in making musicians play with more 

ownership, has been a big topic in our Alexander Technique lessons 

this year. Judith Kleinman (our AT teacher), made the class aware 

of how easy it is to over fix the eyesight.  For musicians, this is 

usually on a score or a specific part of their instrument.  

Often one forgets that in performance the goal is to connect to the 

audience and/or other musicians on stage. Over-fixing on one thing 

can prevent performers maintaining dynamic visual connections to 

their surroundings. 

 This made me think of my own relationship to vision and its 

implications on my performance. As a result, I began to notice that 

in practice, my focus was strongly placed on the finger-board of the 

guitar or my score. Rarely did I look up to acknowledge my 

surroundings. Furthermore, due to a lack of experience utilising 

                                                        
2 Proust, Marcel, https://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/233619.Marcel_Proust, accessed 
Friday 26th April 2019 
 



panoramic vision, when I did pluck up the courage to look away 

from the guitar in performance, I would often close my eyes out of 

fear that non-musical-visual stimulus would interrupt my flow.   

The image below was taken moments before a performance. You 

can see that I am over fixed on the instrument. 

Over-fixing the vision also had a negative impact on my overall use. 

As you can see in the image below, because so much visual emphasis 

was placed on one part of the guitar, my body is contorting, effecting 

my primary control. After long periods of time this would lead to 

substantial pain in my neck and shoulders. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Figure iv - Pre-performance preparation 



For me, working on panoramic vision was probably one of the most 

challenging aspects of the Alexander Technique this year. This was 

the case as I was encouraged to take more risks. By looking away 

from the guitar I didn’t know if I would make difficult shifts. I had 

to trust my intuition. By looking outward, I felt more vulnerable. I 

was required to break the wall between the audience and myself.  

This being said, the work was rewarding. By reminding myself to 

look at the space around me and to think of where I was in relation 

to my environment, I felt much more grounded on stage. Greater 

connection with audiences meant they became more receptive to my 

commands and as result, I felt much more in control of my 

performances.  

This affected my chamber music experiences too. By widening my 

visual horizons, I felt more able to connect with fellow musicians. 

As you can see in the image below, Tilly and I were able enjoy a 

happy musical moment more by looking at each other:    

 
 
 
 
 



 
Figure v - Chamber music 

 
 

 
 

Sitting 
 

“Play with ease and playing becomes easy” 
 
 

As a guitarist, all of my time spent with the instrument is in a sitting 

position. Because of this, lots of the work in Alexander lessons looks 

at how I can best use myself and my instrument in this playing 

posture.  

The ideal sitting posture for guitarists ensures the head is up, both 

of the sitting bones are contacting the chair, the thighs are parallel 

to the ground and the shoulders are relaxed. This ensures that there 



is no unnecessary tension in the body and that the primary control 

is maintained.  

One change I have made in an effort to improve my sitting position 

is changing out a footstool for a support called the ‘Guitarlift’. This 

device sticks to the back of the guitar and has a rounded slot where 

it can rest against the leg: 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure vi - Guitarlift (image taken from Guitarlift 
website) 



The Guitarlift has enabled me to have a much more balanced sitting 

position. With a footstool I was getting pain in my lower back and 

left thigh, due to the left leg being raised and my body having to 

compensate for misaligned hips. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

After changing to the Guitarlift I felt much more stable. By having 

both of my feet on the ground, my hips felt much freer and I was 

able to work on relaxing the muscles in my upper legs. My primary 

control was also improved as the sitting bones were able to fully 

cushion my spine allowing length throughout the body. This new-

found space was also allowed the guitar to rest against my body 

instead of having to lean to one side to accommodate the instrument. 

After some time with the Guitar lift, my lower back pain had 

Figure viii - With a footstool Figure vii - With the Guitarlift 



vanished, and my spine felt much more aligned with a centre of 

gravity. This helped me play in higher positions without twisting my 

back and hunching my shoulders/neck. It also helped release tension 

in my shoulders, allowing more fluid arm movement. 

 

 
Semi-Supine 

 
“Lying on your back allows you to learn some interesting things” 3 

 
 

In my practice sessions this year, lying in semi-supine has been an 

important component of scheduled Alexander Technique 

application. Constructive rest in this way has helped my body and 

mind recover from practice and has had a significant impact on 

some of the fundamentals of the Alexander Technique.  

                                                        
3 Alcantara, Pedro, Indirect Procedures: A musicians guide to the Alexander Technique, Oxford University 
Press, 2013, Chapter 11, Constructive Rest 

Figure ix - Image taken from poisealexandertechnique.com 



In particular, lying in semi-supine has helped reset/maintain my 

primary control. By resting my head on a book and directing length 

from the hips to the top of the head, I have found more space in 

the joints of the arms and shoulders and the vertebrae of the spine.  

 
 
Similarly, conscious breathing in this position has helped me find 

expansion in the chest and abdomen. New found space in the body 

has enabled my muscle fibres to rest and my nervous system to 

reset, improving my thinking speed, hand-eye co-ordination and 

stamina when I practice.   

An aspect of Semi-supine I have placed particular attention on is 

stability in my hips. Throughout the year I found my legs tended to 

fall to the side. This may have been because playing the guitar 

requires the hips to be apart when sitting, thus causing them to 

want to part when lying down.  

I found that by focusing on a triangle of support from my feet to 

my hips, my hips to my knees and knees to my feet (as in figure ix), 

I was able to feel a natural sense of support in my lower body. This 

helped release tension in my thighs and lower abdomen.  



Carrying this to my playing, I found that by directing the feet to the 

floor, I was able to find support from below and a natural sense 

strength in the hips. This enabled me to release tension in my thighs, 

in turn having a significant impact on balancing my weight on the 

sitting bones and maintaining the correct primary control. All of this 

combined has helped me find much greater stability when holding 

the instrument. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
 
Overall, the Alexander Technique has had a tremendously positive 

impact on my development as a performing musician this year. It 

has deepened an awareness of mind and body and has helped 

cultivate a more open-minded approach to playing and practice. By 

focussing on the Primary Control, semi-supine along with changes 

in my playing apparatus, the technique has transformed my 

approach to music making. By directing conscious thought to the 

way in which I use my body, no longer am I experiencing strain and 



tension. Instead, I feel freer and more dynamic on stage and in the 

practice room through improved use. 

Along with postural work, working on panoramic vision has helped 

me play with more ownership. It has cultivated a more open 

connection with audiences. Furthermore, by trusting my abilities and 

looking away from the instrument, panoramic vision has encouraged 

me to have more faith in myself as a guitarist. 

Overall, the different facets of the Alexander Technique I have 

explored this year, have made me more consistent, confident and 

calm. By encouraging a stronger connection between the thinking 

mind and the doing body, my playing has become more self-assured 

and alive.  

 

With thanks to Judith and Peter for running such a wonderful 

faculty, I will miss it a lot! 
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