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The Alexander Technique can play a pivotal rolesghucing
the pain of performing artists, writ&'LVIA THOMPSON

ACCLAIMED ACCORDION player Méirtin O’Connor
describes the feeling he had when he went to axaflder

. Technique teacher with severe neck pain. “It fled |

“& someone had poured a full canister of three inadnato my
neck,” he says.

O’Connor had developed neck pain over a 10-yeaogand
was close to considering surgery when a friend ssiggl he go see Alexander Technique teacher
Richard Brennan.

“After two sessions with him, | felt 20 years ofaketension fade away and | felt my chest naturally
expand,” he explains. “I used to wrap myself ronamdinstrument for years and when your head is

inside the music, it’s like an anaesthetic, you'dfael the discomfort but | gradually became aware
of how | had been causing myself problems.”

O’Connor says people comment now on how he wallissda straighter and how his shoulders
aren’'t as hunched.

“| feel | have a greater sense of control when plawying if | consciously relax and it's easier oafér
particularly if I'm playing something that is teabally difficult.”

Alexander Technique teacher Richard Brennan saysrpeng artists have two issues that the
Alexander Technique can help with. “The first iattmany actors and singers try too hard when they
are performing so they tense their muscles whichccastrict their vocal chords.

“The other problem is that musicians can hold tivstruments in a certain way that hurts over time.
Many performers are at breaking point before thmye to an Alexander Technique teacher,” he
says.

Brian McNamara teaches the violin and the Alexadamhnique at the Dublin Institute of
Technology’s Conservatory of Music and Drama.

“Students come to me because they are in pain Wiagnplay their instrument or they are tired as
soon as they start practising. When they learel@ase tension, they find that they have lighter,
more fluid movements. It's all about re-learninghhto use the body in the natural way it was
designed to be used,” he explains.

At the DIT Conservatory, students can opt to talexander Technique lessons for a term. “The
Alexander Technique is not about doing something @ertain way. It's about learning to stop doing
what you are doing that causes tension,” says MaXanvho has a plastic skeleton in his music
room at the conservatory to show students whictedaontrol different movements.

Jazz guitarist Hugh Buckley took lessons in thexAteler Technique while doing a Masters in Music
in Performance at the DIT Conservatory of Music Bndma last year.

“Before taking the lessons, | was experiencing seaad worsening neck pain. | also had an
enormous amount of tension across my shoulders, Now/longer suffer these ailments and on the



rare occasion that | feel a hint of pain or tensidmow exactly how to counteract it with some
Alexander Techniques,” explains Buckley.

“While performing | am much more relaxed which lggra more natural flow to my playing. The
classes have been a definite revelation for meaagehuine life-changing experience,” says Buckley.

The Australian founder of the Alexander Techniderederick Matthias Alexander, was an actor.
And it was when he suffered hoarseness and logsiod during performance that he started to look
closely at what he was doing with his body whemp&dormed.

By reciting in front of mirrors, he discovered thet was unconsciously pulling his head back,
pulling in his larynx and sucking air in througls mouth.

He realised that he was also lifting his chestiaig his back, throwing his pelvis forward, over-
tightening his leg muscles and even gripping therflwith his feet. Once he sorted his own
problems, he began to help other performers.

Nowadays, Alexander Technique teachers recommertd 40 lessons. During the lessons, the
Alexander Technique teacher observes how the idd@iwalks, sits and plays an instrument or
sings/recites lines.

Correction of the posture is carried out througtbakinstruction and gentle re-alignment by the
teacher. Students are taught new ways to playstrument or project their voice that will put less
pressure on their joints and muscles.

“Learning new ways of moving while performing carauahatically reduce the strain on the body thus
helping it work more efficiently. It's real comma@ense. There is no mystery to it,” says Brennan.



