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As	musicians	there	 is	a	 lot	expected	of	us	physically,	mentally	and	emotionally.		

According	to	research,	a	high	percentage	of	musicians	have	experienced	pain	or	

injury,	and	in	more	severe	cases,	the	injuries	could	dampen	a	musician’s	career.	

The	Alexander	technique	has	a	history	of	helping	musicians	reduce	risk	of	injury	

and	 stress,	 through	 various	 principles,	 which	 could	 then	 translate	 into	 better	

quality	of	physical	movements	and	even	performance	itself.		

	

F.	M	Alexander,	 the	developer	of	 this	 technique,	 came	up	with	 some	principals	

that	form	the	basis	of	the	work,	in	which	I	would	briefly	explain	in	the	course	of	

this	 article.	 These	 are:	 recognition	 of	 habit,	 the	 primary	 control,	 inhibition,	

direction,	 and	 awareness.	 Through	 these	 principals,	 the	 Alexander	 technique	

helps	one	to	be	more	aware	and	in	tune	with	the	body,	and	as	such	bring	about	

an	improvement	in	balance	and	co-ordination	in	our	everyday	lives.		

	

Recognition	of	habit	

Our	habits	often	affect	the	way	we	function,	be	it	in	playing	our	instrument,	or	in	

our	daily	lives.		Habits	are	usually	ingrained	in	us;	hence	trying	to	change	a	habit	

is	 always	 an	 uphill	 task.	 Yet	we	 know	 that	when	 habits	 do	 interfere	with	 our	

functioning,	 they	 need	 to	 be	 addressed.	 Alexander	 teaches	 about	 the	 power	 of	

choice,	which	would	enable	him	to	affect	the	quality	of	actions	he	has	chosen.	1	

Our	 habits	 could	 be	 a	 physical,	 or	 a	 psychological	 one.	 A	 simple	 example	 of	 a	

physical	habit	could	be,	having	a	 tense	neck/shoulder/arm	whilst	playing	your	

instrument.	 As	 for	 the	 latter,	 it	 could	 be	 a	 habit	 to	 feel	 competitive,	 or	 even	

always	 thinking	 about	 the	 negatives	more	 than	 the	 positives.	 2	 The	 Alexander	
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work	 is	a	 form	of	 training	 in	which	one	 is	constantly	working	on	our	habits,	 to	

better	improve	the	way	we	think	and	act.		

	

Inhibition	

Geld	sums	up	Alexander’s	meaning	of	 inhibition	very	nicely;	 it	 is	 the	 ‘ability	 to	

stop,	 to	 delay	 our	 response	 until	 we	 are	 adequately	 prepared	 to	 make	 it.’3	

Inhibition	allows	us	to	recognise	bad	habits	in	our	minds,	giving	ourselves	time	

to	use	our	thoughts	to	disengage	them	because	of	the	conscious	control	we	have	

over	the	situation.	4	Referring	back	to	the	first	principal	about	habits,	inhibition	

could	be	applied	to	counteract	and	bring	about	change.	For	example,	if	you	have	

a	habit	 of	 tensing	up	your	 shoulders	when	playing	your	 instrument,	 you	 could	

pause	 for	a	moment,	 applying	 inhibition,	 to	 think	about	 releasing	 tension	 from	

your	shoulders	before	starting.		

	

Direction		

We	can	use	Direction	to	aid	in	the	conscious	control	of	not	only	our	thoughts	and	

action,	but	also	our	body.	Direction	is	one	of	the	key	elements	to	change,	albeit	it	

requires	practice.	When	sitting	down	to	play	your	instrument,	think	of	directions	

to	be	your	head	going	up,	while	 letting	yourself	 rest	on	your	sitting	bones	and	

having	shoulders	away	from	each	other.	This	is	an	example	as	to	how	‘opposition	

in	direction’	can	be	useful	in	your	endeavour	to	counteract	any	unhelpful	habits.		

	

The	Primary	Control	&	Knowing	our	body	

Many	musicians	 do	 not	 realise	 often	 enough	 how	 important	 our	 bodies	 are	 in	

music	making.	Think	of	it	this	way:	the	body	is	our	first	instrument,	connected	to	

our	 instrument;	 this	 thought	would	probably	magnify	 the	 importance	of	caring	

for	 our	 bodies.	 The	 first	 step	 to	 doing	 so	 is	 to	 know	how	 our	 primary	 control	

affects	the	whole	body.	The	primary	control	refers	to	the	relationship	of	the	head	
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and	neck,	and	to	the	rest	of	the	body.5	Since	our	body	responds	to	our	thoughts	

and	 emotions,	 our	 primary	 control	 often	 reflects	 the	 state	 of	 our	 inner	 being.	

When	we	 are	 calm	 or	 feeling	 happy,	 our	 body	 tends	 to	 be	 free;	 when	we	 are	

anxious	our	muscles	become	tighter.		

	

Thus	when	we	are	aware	of	muscles	tightening	from	stress,	we	are	able	to	apply	

inhibition,	 allowing	 our	 body	 to	 be	 free	 even	 in	 the	 face	 of	 pressure.	 By	 also	

consciously	 applying	 the	 use	 of	directions,	 imaging	 our	 head	 going	 up	 and	 our	

neck	being	free,	allowing	our	head	to	sit	on	top	of	our	spine,	we	will	find	that	this	

‘releasing’	 effect	 will	 be	 translated	 into	 many	 parts	 of	 our	 body	 as	 well.	

Therefore,	considering	our	primary	control	 in	relation	to	our	 instrument	 is	key	

to	achieving	good	coordination	and	better	balance	of	the	body.	

	

Awareness	

As	musicians	the	ability	to	communicate	with	the	audience	while	performing	is	

an	 essential	 skill.	 Often,	 we	 tend	 to	 be	 too	 focused	 on	 achieving	 technical	

excellence,	or	playing	the	right	notes,	that	we	forget	the	nature	of	performance	–	

communication.	 As	 discussed	 earlier,	 when	 a	 person	 is	 nervous,	 the	 natural	

tendency	 of	 our	 nervous	 system	 is	 to	 tighten	 up.	 By	 expanding	 our	 spatial	

awareness,	 it	 helps	 in	 freeing	 up	 the	 body,	 and	 allow	 this	 awareness	 of	 our	

surroundings	bring	us	to	being	present.	

	

Useful	tip	to	employ:	lying	down	in	semi-supine		

Lying	down	in	semi-supine	is	a	tip	that	is	useful	to	help	us	understand	our	bodies	

better,	as	by	doing	so	we	are	able	to	realise	if	there	are	any	excess	tension	in	the	

body.	Furthermore,	 lying	 in	semi-supine,	 rather	 than	sitting	during	rest,	allows	

us	to	recover	from	stress,	as	it	changes	the	effect	of	gravity	on	our	bodies.6		

	

As	musicians,	it	is	encouraged	to	take	a	break	from	our	practice	every	couple	of	

minutes	 (which	 varies	 for	 everyone),	 and	do	 so	by	 lying	down	 in	 semi-supine.	

While	 lying	 down,	 you	 could	 either	 think	 about	 Alexander	 thoughts	 (releasing	
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6	ibid.,	138	



Dora	Lim	

excess	 tension),	 or	 about	 the	 pieces	 that	 you	 were	 practicing,	 and	 simply	 let	

gravity	take	its	effect	on	your	body.		

	

	
Figure	1:	Lying	down	in	semi-supine	

Let	your	head	rest	on	a	book/books,	allowing	it	to	be	aligned	with	your	spine.		

To	conclude,	 the	principles	mentioned	 in	 this	article	 is	 just	a	brief	 summary	of	

what	 Alexander	work	 is	 about.	 By	 learning	more	 about	 our	 bodily	 function,	 it	

would	enable	us	to	view	the	way	we	approach	things	 from	a	 fresh	perspective.	

During	 Alexander	 lessons,	 these	 principles,	 which	 are	 very	 much	 interlinked	

with	 one	 another,	 would	 be	 covered	 in	 much	 greater	 detail,	 and	 other	 topics	

taught	would	include	breathing,	vision	and	performance	anxiety	amongst	many	

others.	Also,	taking	lessons	with	a	teacher	is	highly	encouraged	because	the	work	

is	not	 just	taught	using	words;	the	 ‘hands-on’	element	is	essential	to	deepening	

the	experience	as	well.	7	By	employing	these	lessons	in	our	lives,	the	Alexander	

technique	 is	 one	 that	 could	 help	 you	 gain	 confidence,	 poise	 and	 care	 for	 your	

body;	above	all	else,	to	have	joy	in	playing	and	communicating	using	music.				
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