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23.01.2011 
 
 I am rather excited to write this entry on Ambam the Gorilla. Ambam is a 
silverback gorilla at an animal park in Kent, and he has begun walking upright like a 
regular human being. The keepers at the park speculate that he began doing so in an 
effort to copy them, and he has taken to standing and walking upright for extended 
periods of time. What makes this news story relevant to Alexander technique is, of 
course, his posture and what looks to be exquisite primary control. Gorilla anatomy is 
obviously different from human anatomy, but also remarkably similar.  
 

As you can see in the diagram to the right, 
the gorilla skeletal system is very nearly identical to 
the human system. In terms of spinal structure, a 
noticeable difference lies in the relatively large and 
protruding cervical vertebrae directly beneath the 
skull. If you tilt the spine so that the gorilla is 
standing upright (like Ambam), you’ll see that the 
curve in the spine is less pronounced than in 
humans, though the pelvis sits beneath the body 
better.  
 
 If you watch a video of Ambam, you’ll see 
that he stands tall, but leans back when staying still. However, his head is directed 
“forwards and up” and is most certainly pointing in the same direction as his spine. His 
sitting bones are nicely tucked beneath him, which helps to elongate the spine. When 
Ambam walks, he does lean forward. This may be to accommodate the length of his 
gorilla arms, but it also strikes me as similar to a baby who is still learning to walk. 
Although he is leaning forwards when walking, it is very important to note that this does 
not change the orientation of his head in relation to his spine. It remains pointed in the 
same direction as his spine. 
 
 To me, this is an excellent example of primary control. Sometimes I feel I try to 
keep my head pointed towards the ceiling regardless of the direction my spine is pointed 
in. I imagine that Ambam is rather relaxed and does not constrict his skulls ability to 
rebalance, and he probably finds the elongation of his spine rather comfortable. It strikes 
me as relevant that a highly intelligent gorilla has naturally adopted this good, erect, 
posture and that this was possible for him because he does not carry emotional baggage 
and bad habits.  



 
(Note to the reader: go to YouTube and type in Ambam the Gorilla. You’re in for a treat.) 
 
 
29.01.2011 
 
 I’m afraid tonight’s entry is a bit less cheerful than my first. I am currently staying 
with my friend’s family in Lincoln so that my friend and I can have our violins fixed by 
an amazing luthier that lives nearby. To express our gratitude for taking very good care of 
my instrument we have invited him and his housemate, Louise, over for a little dinner 
party. Louise is severely mentally ill. A manifestation of her social disorders is to attempt 
to assert dominance over people that she meets, and tonight, I am the new person in the 
room. What is interesting about this situation is the manner in which she tries to dominate 
me. Louise is a very petite young woman, so when I sit, she stands and leans over me. 
Her head juts forward from the forehead, not the jaw, and her eyes burn into your 
forehead. You can sense an incredible amount of tension in her, and she positively 
seethes with anger. Louise also has a cold, and has been wheezing and coughing all night. 
When she coughs she leans forward even more and raises her shoulders. It rouses 
compassion in you, and I can’t help but wonder if lying semi-supine on the floor and 
relaxing those eyes might help her in some way to regain control of her mind and body.  
 
 Louise notices that I have been taking notes in this little notebook I’ve decided to 
carry around with me for this assignment. She asks about it, so I explain that I’m keeping 
track of thoughts I have throughout the day for a class on the Alexander Technique. She 
finds the subject interesting, so I explain more, focusing especially on the primary control 
and the connection between the brain, the brain stem, and the rest of the nervous system 
through the aperture at the base of the skull. I try to draw her attention to the potential for 
improved mental and physical coordination. I can’t be sure, but I think she was genuinely 
interested. It makes you wonder if it’s possible that this technique could make a 
difference in her health, and possibly the health of others like her. I understand that 
mental health is a touchy subject, and the treatments available for someone like Louise 
include more drugs than therapy. I can also understand the aversion that patients have 
towards taking medication, and I would like to see if a physical realignment could aid in 
mental alignment. I am certain that I am better organized mentally since beginning this 
course. 
 
 It seems I’m not the first person to consider Alexander Technique as a treatment 
for mental health issues. In 2008, psychotherapist and Alexander teacher Naomi Shragai 
wrote an article for the Times detailing a case where a patient used the technique to help 
her with post-partum depression. There are other hits on Google as well.  
 
I think I need to write shorter entries. 
 
 
30.01.2011 
 



 My friend’s parents are artists, and they live in an adorable chapel in a tiny 
country village near Lincoln. They’ve converted it into a very open living and working 
space, where everything, including the furniture, has to be able to serve multiple 
purposes. The kitchen table doubles as a work surface for preparing foods, and it is 
relatively high off the ground so that you don’t have to hunch over. Oddly enough, the 
stools/ottomans that you sit on to eat are relatively close to the ground, creating a 
situation where you must sit with good upright posture in order to eat. I’ve been sitting on 
this stool for about two hours and I feel no strain in my back and neck whatsoever. I am 
directing my head forwards and up, and I am well balanced on my sitting bones. As this 
is a cozy country home and I am familiar with this family, I feel no need to keep my legs 
together or crossed at all times (which is an awkward thing for girls!), and I feel my 
weight is distributed evenly between my sitting bones and my feet. I think this is brilliant. 
 
31.01.2011 
 
 I detest public toilets. For as long as I can remember, I have avoided them at all 
costs. Right now I’m on the train from Lincoln to King’s Cross, and I really need to go to 
the bathroom. I still refuse to go on the train, (I mean, it’s gross…) but I recognize that I 
am tense all over and slumped forward. If I try to straighten up and sit properly on my 
sitting bones with my head directed forwards and I up, it puts an uncomfortable amount 
of pressure on my bladder. I am fully aware that this is incredibly unhealthy behavior, 
and I realize that I’ve probably been this way my whole life. No wonder I’m so tense all 
the time! Now that I’m thinking about it, I probably avoid water because I know that I’ll 
need to go to the bathroom, which is yet another unhealthy effect caused by my aversion 
towards public loos. This is a cycle that needs changing.  Firstly, I will drink more water. 
Secondly, I will use public toilets. In order to facilitate this, I need to purchase tissues and 
hand sanitizer so that I have no reason to fear dirty bathrooms. Let’s make this happen! 
 
 
01.02.2011 
 
 Before university, I really enjoyed playing in orchestra. The Boston Youth 
Symphony met every Sunday for two hours of chamber coaching, and then six hours of 
orchestra rehearsal. It was a pretty grueling day, but it was so much fun. At the end of 
those Sundays, I would always feel unbelievably tired and sore, but I’d recover during the 
week and always be ready for the next 8-hour playing day. Ever since, I’ve found it 
nearly impossible to play a single orchestra rehearsal without suffering pain. I’m quite 
keen to avoid this during this particular orchestral rotation as I am currently preparing for 
two postgraduate auditions at the end of February. I want to leave orchestra feeling as 
though I can carry on practicing during the night and I want to avoid potential injuries.  
 
 The violin is one of the more awkward (physically) instruments to play at the best 
of times, and it is plainly evident that playing it sitting down is even more uncomfortable. 
I’ve noticed that if I sit too far back in the chair, I cannot put any weight on my feet, yet 
if I sit too far forward, my feet tire rather quickly. A lot of energy goes into the ground 
when I play, which, when standing, can be compensated for by keeping the knees lose 



and the feet spread on the ground. When sitting, this energy is first forced onto the sitting 
bones, which tire and then translate into tension in the back, which then causes me to 
hunch forward, putting a lot of my weight onto my feet. Now that I know what I’m doing 
wrong, I can put some effort into experimentation during tomorrow’s rehearsal. 
 
 
 
 
02.02.2011 
 
 Happy Groundhog Day! In rehearsal today I tried out a number of different 
positions, and I’m not particularly enthused about the results. My favourite position 
required me to turn my chair 45 degrees to the right, so as to comfortably bend my legs 
with my bum closer to the middle of the chair. This allowed me to orient myself so that I 
was facing the stand, and while the back of the chair being so close to my left shoulder 
stopped me from leaning back ever, I still could not stop hunching forwards. I kept letting 
go of my lower back.  
 
 I think the issue here is that orchestral playing is naturally quite tense. Because 
violins are the largest section, we usually have to play significantly softer in volume than 
we do in solo playing and we have to articulate more with both hands more in order to 
add clarity to the sound. Playing softer requires more tension on the right side because 
you have to control the weight of the bow. The music that we are playing for this concert 
requires that we constantly raise and lower our violins, which only adds to the muscle 
exhaustion. My left side is relatively relaxed, but my right side hurts, especially in the 
shoulder blade. When I’ve been playing softly, I overarch my lower back to compensate 
for the added tension in my upper right arm, so during the moments where I’m not 
playing, I hunch forwards to compensate. All of this leaves me with a very sore upper 
back. I will need to semi-supine after this to restore alignment to my body, but I am 
confused as to how I can avoid this pain and tension while playing in orchestra. I’ve 
found a balanced sitting position, but it doesn’t seem to alleviate the issues in my right 
arm. I think that if I were playing solo repertoire this would not be a problem right now.  
 
03.02.2011 
 
 In orchestra today I tried to stop myself from overarching my lower back, and so I 
kept thinking “lower back backwards” to myself whenever there was a break in the 
music. I think this may have helped because afterwards I felt that I had the energy to 
carry on playing. However, some of this may have been down to the fact that I had to 
travel to my teacher’s house for what turned out to be a three-hour lesson.  
 Another resentment I have towards playing in orchestra is the effect it has on my 
individual playing. Whenever I have been playing in orchestra, my solo playing sounds 
absolutely awful. I now understand why my teacher in Boston was so disappointed in me 
for insisting on taking part in youth orchestra.  No matter what, my playing is softer in 
volume, scratchy, and really tense. Tonight, my poor teacher had to spend all three hours 
of my lesson shouting “SLOW BOW!” every few measures. The upside of this is that I 



have finally learned what it is that always goes wrong in my playing every time I’ve been 
in orchestra. Simply put, you have to take as much weight as possible off of your lower 
arm, which requires a lot of tension in the upper right arm. When you return to normal 
playing after doing this for several hours, this tension remains and you compensate by 
drawing the bow at a fast speed. To rectify this, during my lesson, I had to inhibit my 
upper arm from taking control over my whole right arm, and instead direct my right hand 
to control the sound while drawing and pulling the bow, allowing the hand to carry my 
arm with it. This is good! 
 
 
04.02.2011 
 
 Ouch! Pain. My right arm has been suffering from shooting pains all day. It’s a 
really unfortunate situation because tonight we have our RCM Symphony concert. Also, 
between the dress rehearsal (which has just ended) and the concert I have to travel to 
Northfields and back for what promises to be a trying Sonata rehearsal. I implemented all 
the strategies I’d come up with in the previous rehearsals and it probably stopped the pain 
getting worse. To be honest, I think the music is to blame. This is a concert of new music, 
and the composer has kindly written in masses of tremolo for the violins. I think that 80% 
of the time we are playing we are tremolo-ing, and it’s definitely taken its toll.  
 It’s really frustrating to suffer pain whilst playing, and when that pain continues 
while you’re not playing, it makes you nervous and tense. Having been injured 
previously, I am especially disturbed when I have any kind of playing related pain 
because I always worry that the injury is returning.  
 Fortunately, I am now the beneficiary of a few months of Alexander classes, so I 
know that there is no reason to continue wasting mental energy being annoyed and 
frustrated and angry. Writing this down is helping me let go, and when I finish with this 
entry I’m going to go lie in semi-supine and consider, not concentrate on, just consider 
my breathing. I really like this idea that the rib cage expands to the side, and I appreciate 
the feeling I have when I direct air into the lower and outer regions of my lungs. I find the 
expansion of my lungs helps to stretch out tired muscles in my back, but in the gentlest of 
gentle manners.   
 
05.02.2011 
 
 Gosh, I love semi-supine. I’m convinced that the 10 minutes I spent on the floor 
yesterday at my pianists’ house really helped me get myself back together. It always 
takes a good thirty seconds or so to really relax into the floor and allow your back to 
lengthen and widen, but then things start to flow and you either fall into a deep sleep, or 
you have a brainwave of some sort. Yesterday, my brainwave was the “whispered ah.” 
My understanding of the whispered ah is that you shape your mouth into the “h” sound 
and allow yourself to breath without any constriction. I employed this technique to help 
me relax my jaw and neck, and, in turn, my shoulders and arms.  
 In his book, “Indirect Procedures,” Pedro de Alcantra devotes an entire chapter to 
the “whispered ah.” He points out that this technique can be used literally anytime, but 
reminds you that without considering the primary control, you can just make matters 



worse. I think this is why I like doing it in semi-supine… you’re already aligned well, so 
you can get accustomed to the feeling and learn what it is to be relaxed. After a quick 
Google search, I’ve learned that the “ah” has its roots in vocal training, which is 
presumably where Alexander got the idea.  
 As a child and young teenager, I almost always had the look of the “whispered 
ah” on my face. By this I mean I had a very relaxed jaw and a slightly open mouth. It 
looked really stupid, and after years of being told to shut my mouth, I finally managed to 
learn to keep my mouth closed. I think this led to me having a really tight jaw, and I used 
to get frequent headaches and pain around the eyes. I cannot walk around with a relaxed 
jaw and my mouth hanging open, but I can inhibit my habit of forcibly squeezing my 
mouth closed. I direct my mouth to take the shape of the “h” sound, but leave my lips 
(not teeth) comfortably pressed together.  
 
06.02.2011 
 

I think a lot of people don’t understand what “relaxed” feels like. When I first 
came to the RCM last year, I went with the wrong violin teacher. He’s a very nice man, 
but we couldn’t communicate. I always frustrated him in my lessons because I could not 
let go of the tension in my left and right arms. He would always pull my left hand off my 
violin (which took quite a bit of effort… I can really grip) and reposition it into what was 
the correct “relaxed” position and say, “Do you feel that? That’s relaxed now, isn’t it?” 
 I don’t think it’s healthy to blame other people for your problems, but I think this 
is a prime example of irresponsible teaching. Every time I was asked, “That’s relaxed 
now, isn’t it?” I always responded, “Oh. Yes, you’re right.” What else could I say? I had 
no idea what relaxed was meant to feel like. His other students didn’t appear to have my 
problems, so I assumed that if I carried on letting him position and reposition my hands, I 
would eventually embrace that feeling and replicate it on my own.  
 This is a pretty dangerous game of endgaining. In Michael Gelb’s book, “Body 
Learning,” endgaining is defined as “grasping for results without thoughtful attention to 
process.” Both my ex-teacher and I were guilty of this. He was guilty for constantly 
applying the same method to me without regard for the fact that it wasn’t working and 
that it wasn’t working because of a fault in the process. I was guilty for perpetuating this 
cycle, and for not realizing that I was allowing myself to be told what a feeling was, 
rather than finding a way to feel the feeling.  
 
07.02.2011 
 
 I’ve been thinking more about yesterday’s entry. I bet a lot of people “try” to 
relax. The issue with that is that “try” implies an activity, and “actively relaxing” is an 
oxymoron and a prime example of endgaining. It’s roughly the same thing as trying to 
see something. Actively focusing your visual cortex on an object does not actually make 
it any clearer, and you can easily see just as well, if not better, by relaxing your eyes and 
allowing your brain to just take it all in. You don’t need to actively process the light 
coming through your eyes into your brain,  it just happens automatically (like a reflex). 
The issue here is how to give people the experience of being relaxed. At some point they 
need to know what it feels like to experience relief.  



 
 
 
 
08.02.2011 
 
 I didn’t really know much about Alexander Technique before we started this 
course. One thing I had learned was a variation on semi-supine that a friend had taught 
me at Boston University. She told me it was an “Alexander technique move” and that I 
should lie face up on the ground with my head on a pillow, my knees bent, and my lower 
legs resting on the seat of a chair. I didn’t know what it was or what it was really for, but 
I understood that the feeling I had in my back and arms was a good relaxing feeling. At 
this time, I was still suffering from injury, and I was getting frustrated at having been out 
of commission for an entire year. Therapy and massage had made me, if anything, more 
twisted up, and the mental wear and tear had really pulled me down. Feeling my back 
widen against the floor gave me so much relief, and I tried to lie this way at least three or 
four times in a day. I don’t think she knows it, so maybe I should tell her, but this friend 
of mine really saved me. I wouldn’t be playing today, or doing much of anything, if she 
hadn’t provided me with her “Alexander technique move.”  
 
09.02.2011 
 
 I like Gelb’s definition of endgaining because it mentions the word “process.” 
What really attracts me to the Alexander technique is that the process he developed to 
work on the body is so easily applied to anything that comes your way, whether it be your 
own mental clarity, or any problem that needs solving. I’m often guilty of over-thinking 
things, so quite often, I try to allow myself to make the split-second decision. 
Unfortunately, the split-second decision is not always the wisest, so I find the process of 
observing, inhibiting, and then directing your action/reaction to be really helpful. Being 
able to inhibit my immediate reaction to something almost always allows a better solution 
to surface.  
 
10.02.2011 
 
 I continue to be fascinated by the Alexander Technique and its endless 
applications. I understand that there is quite a lot to learn, and that working on oneself is 
a never ending process, but there have been so many improvements in my life thus far 
that I feel rather optimistic about it all. I think there have been a few breakthroughs so 
far, most notably in my practice. This year I have had to meet quite a few outrageous 
deadlines, the most taxing of which is the upcoming series of postgraduate auditions in 
the US. I have had to learn (well, I’m still learning) a serious amount of repertoire in the 
past three weeks specifically for these auditions, and I have only been able to do so 
because of better practice habits. Not only have I been able to exercise better physical 
control, such as leading the arms with the hands, keeping my weight balanced and my 
right shoulder free to move as I direct it to, but I have noted a serious improvement in my 
problem solving skills. The physical freedom has given me room to allow myself to 



become aware of my habits, and then the coordination to have my mind direct my body 
in the moment.  
 A couple weeks ago I met my friend Rebecca for dinner. She’s quite the A.T. 
enthusiast, and the conversation eventually led to my confusion regarding pointing the 
head “up.” I always actively push my head up, but Rebecca helped me to understand that 
it is more about feeling your head being pulled ever so slightly by a very light balloon. I 
think this image has really helped, and I do feel more freedom in the neck.  
 I know that a lot remains to be discovered, and I feel I need practice with various 
concepts and exercises, such as body mapping and hands on the back of a chair, but every 
class and every day I feel my understanding becoming more tangible. I look forward to 
increasing my self-awareness. 
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