
 

 

An Introduction to Alexander Technique. 
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Introduction 

Gelb writes that it is extremely difficult explaining effectively what 
the Alexander technique is through the written word. He goes on to 
say it is like ‘explain[ing] what music is to someone who has never 
heard a note.’1The Alexander Technique is something so in depth, 
practical, individual to the learner and takes such a long time to 
‘master’ it is hard to explain in so few words exactly what it is.  

Gelb does then go on to explain the best interpretation he has heard is 
from Doctor Frank Jones, who believed the Alexander Technique is, 
‘a means for changing stereotyped response patterns by the inhibition 
of certain postural sets.’2 This is what Alexander Technique is about, 
changing our automatic habits through our inhibition, consciously 
making an effort to change and allowing our bodies to move more 
naturally and freely. We must go into the study of Alexander 
Technique with open minds and the willingness to change ourselves.  

  

																																																													
1 M. Gelb, Body Learning: An Introduction to Alexander Technique (London, 1981) pg. 1 
2 M. Gelb, Body Learning: An Introduction to Alexander Technique (London, 1981) pg.1 
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Unreliable Senses 

Since starting school, we have constantly been told ‘sit up straight’ 
by our teachers, ‘Don’t slouch,’ by our Grandmothers’ and ‘shoulders 
back, head up,’ from our singing teachers.  These positions we 
attempted to contort ourselves into are often completely unnatural 
and can be increasingly uncomfortable. Eventually this becomes the 
norm and we don’t notice the pain and discomfort, the body’s natural 
balance and coordination gets lost. Our bodies over the years become 
a culmination of stress, strain and discomfort.  

When we begin to study Alexander technique, sometimes what we 
think feels right is in fact wrong and when we try to fix it, what is 
right feels wrong and can be uncomfortable. This is caused by misuse 
of our self and faulty sensory awareness. 
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Primary Control 

Primary control is the relationship between our head and neck with 
the rest of our body and back. According to Alcantara, it ‘is not 
something your ‘body’ does independently of your ‘mind.’3We 
should think of our bodies as one coordinated entity. When the head 
is balancing on top of the spine freely, it affects the whole body. 
Alcantara writes, ‘[Primary Control] regulates the workings of the 
use of the whole self.’4  Things begin to fall into place: our bodies 
begin to work and coordinate better; we are able to breathe more 
efficiently and move freely because our necks are free from tension. 
When Alexander first began to study the technique he was an Actor 
having problems with his voice. “He realised that the relationship 
between his head and his neck had immediate consequences for the 
condition on his larynx and breathing mechanism.”5 This is 
particularly useful for singers. When our larynx and neck is under 
strain, it has a huge impact on the sound quality of our voices. When 
our heads are balancing properly on our spines we find our voices are 
free to resonate better, the impact our primary control has on our 
bodies improves the whole singing process. 

The best example of primary control is in infants. Their primary 
control is a prime example of how free the head and neck should be. 
																																																													
3 P.Alcantara, Indirect Procedures (Oxford, 1997) pg.27 

4 P.Alcantara, Indirect Procedures (Oxford, 1997) pg. 25 

	
5M. Gelb, Body Learning: An Introduction to Alexander Technique (London, 1981) pg. 42  
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“Infants keep their head poised through balance.”6 It is important not 
to think of ourselves as “putting” our head in a position- the fact there 
is a contrived thought process behind this is unnatural. It is more 
helpful to think of our heads always re balancing on top of our necks. 
Look at how the muscles in our neck change and tighten when we 
stand up and start moving. When we get up from a chair, we should 
think of our heads as going forward and up rather than forward and 
down, which causes strain. According to Kleinman and Buckoke the 
use of Semi Supine can help create this feeling of a released neck. 7 

 

 

 

 

This baby has excellent use of its primary control. The 
baby walks with his head leading his body and his head 
balanced freely on top of his neck. This means the baby, 
in his early stages of development, can keep his balance 
and coordination. 

 

 

 

 

																																																													
6 M. Gelb, Body Learning: An Introduction to Alexander Technique (London, 1981) pg. 43 
7 J. Kleinman and P.Buckoke, The Alexander Technique for Musicians (London, 2013) pg 41 
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This is an example of semi supine in 
practise. Note how she uses a book to keep 
her head at a certain height so it is in line 
with her spine. It is important to ‘feel the 
effects of gravity’, allow your limbs and 
body to be their true weight, and give your 
whole weight to the floor.  

In this position, your spine is not being 
pushed down by gravity. Whilst practising 

in class, try not to ‘help’ your teacher if they try to move you- otherwise you are not 
allowing your body to be relaxed and your limbs to be their true weight. 

 

 

 

This is an example of a lady getting up from her chair. 
As you can see (with hands on help from her teacher) 
she is able to come into standing with her primary 
control free and her head leading her body. Her head 
is going forward and up as she rises.  
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Inhibition 

‘When we use the word Inhibition it is about our choices’8  

In order to change we must go through the process of Inhibition 
which involves becoming aware and realising our misuse of self and 
destructive habits, before we even begin singing or playing. It is 
about realising we are falling into our habitual ways, before it’s 
happened and stopping to make a conscious decision to change. Gelb 
describes inhibition as the familiar ‘Stop, look and listen,’9 motto we 
learn as children but for our bodies and minds.  

Without Inhibition we are simply going through our natural, 
uncoordinated, habitual responses to life. Alexander refers to this as 
‘end gaining.’ He explains a golfer who repeatedly takes his eyes off 
the ball, despite his intention not to, fails and his stroke is affected. 
‘His habit is to work directly for his ends on the trial and error plan 
without giving due consideration to the means whereby those ends 
should be gained.’10  This means the Golfer isn’t using his Inhibition 
to stop and work out how his use will help him achieve that end goal 
of making a good hit. 

																																																													
8 J. Kleinman and P.Buckoke, The Alexander Technique for Musicians (London, 2013) pg. 50 

 
9M. Gelb, Body Learning: An Introduction to Alexander Technique (London, 1981) pg 59 
10 F.M. Alexander, The Use of Self (London, 1985) pg. 57 

	

8	
	

 

Direction 

‘Direction is chosen constructive thought.’11 Once we have identified 
our habitual movements through inhibition, we can now use direction 
hand in hand with inhibition to change our habits. As mentioned 
previously, we are not to think of ourselves as “putting” our bodies in 
a position. It’s more about identifying our destructive habit and 
having a thought to counteract it. ‘Allow the neck to be free to let the 
head go forward and up so that the back may widen,’12 is a phrase 
Alexander used to help his primary control. There are many other 
ways to look at direction but words were his preferred method. It is 
less of a direct command, more of a thought process/intention used to 
contradict our bad habits. 

  

																																																													
11 J. Kleinman and P.Buckoke, The Alexander Technique for Musicians (London, 2013) pg. 
60 

 
12 M. Gelb, Body Learning: An Introduction to Alexander Technique (London, 1981) pg 68	
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Conclusion 

There are so many benefits to studying Alexander Technique.  It is a 
universal method that can benefit everyone from musicians and 
professional athletes to people who work at a desk all day. Alexander 
technique gives us the choice to better ourselves and improve our 
everyday habits and our general well- being. It is something everyone 
should try. 
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