
“A Rocky Road to Revolution”  Part Two      Amanda Handel 

         

A personal account of transformation and the surprising new directions which emerged from the crises of 

physical injury and over-investment in playing and teaching music. The author’s rocky road becomes a 

revolution through the revelations of Alexander Technique. In a series of three articles, she shares her story 

and demonstrates how her discoveries in psycho-physics have been applied to the music studio. 

 

“When at first you don’t succeed, never try again, at least not in the same way.” 
(Patrick Macdonald, quoted in Pedro De Alcantara) 

The revolution: moving on 

 

Having related the circumstances leading to my injuries and crises, along with the story of healing and 

discovery in part one, I move on now to demonstrate how my revolution and its revelations find their way 

into my teaching work. The first studio situation is a case study of a psychological nature, and the second is 

based on physical activity. I will demonstrate that our psychology and physiology are inextricably linked, and 

show how each directly affects the other. This revelation came upon me through my experiences with 

Alexander Technique.  

  

Currently I am enrolled in a course called “BodyMinded” with the Sydney Alexander Technique School. The 

training is designed to equip teachers with Alexander Technique (AT) skills to apply in the music studio. It 

also covers anatomy, biomechanics and communications coaching. The communications subject is based on 

Neuro Linguistic Programming (NLP) which proposes ways to be more effective in communication through 

the creation of rapport, which makes our teaching increasingly rich, resourceful and rewarding.  

 

As I see it, the Alexander Technique (put in everyday terms) is all about cooperating with human design to 

support your desires with kindness to yourself. It incorporates the training of self-awareness and non-

judgemental exploration which create the conditions for making constructive choices free from the slavery 

of habit and the tyranny of rules.  

 

Since my encounter with AT I’ve evolved as a teacher: my rationale has been turned inside out. For decades 

my objectives and credo were based on an ethic of hard work, fuelled by passion. Now I see my role as a 

music teacher differently. My new vision revolves around a curiosity in finding ways to meet the musical 

needs and desires of each unique student, whereas before my interest was primarily in the music, and 

teaching it. With the focus now resting on the student, music is one of my tools. Another phenomenon 

prompting my turnaround is the changing of the times. I find the old incentives for gaining a musical training 

don’t seem to fit into the busy lives of people anymore. Most students don’t have time to practise very much, 

nor even have the inclination to reach their potential quickly. Increasingly I find they are taking lessons with 

the express desire to enjoy music and to relieve stress. Furthermore, many children come for lessons with 

learning difficulties and conditions on the spectrum of autism. My AT training supports me in meeting a 

range of various needs, while being mindful to take care of myself in the process. 

 

Curiosity and Trust: thoughts 

 

Suzie (a mature age student) arrived for her lesson expressing feelings of being overwhelmed and exhausted 

by the demands of her difficult life. Usually, she will set aside her troubles and bring her presence to the 

lesson afresh, but on this day she really wanted to express her weighty feelings through her Bach Prelude. 

This need to release a mountain of frustration had her pushing and pulling herself all over the place as she 

channelled her anguish through the music. There were roller coaster dynamic changes and lashings of rubato 

rendering alternate moments of torture and tenderness. She would breathe in forcibly anticipating climactic 

areas then push her body around in emotionally charged gestures, while the areas of repose were quite 



debilitated. Physically she was losing her grounding - her legs were so tense she was up on her toes. At last 

she exhaled a massive “Phew!” and collapsed - totally spent. After a few speechless moments, I asked her 

how she felt. She said “Awful”. I allowed her to just sit a while and recover. Instruction and information were 

not called for here, since Suzie has considerable general knowledge and exposure to music. Wondering how 

I was going to go about turning this into an edifying lesson, I probed a little, asking if she had any thoughts 

or feelings about honouring the composer’s intentions for the music (as far as we know of them), to which 

she gave me a definite “No!”.  

 

I was taken aback momentarily and needed to reframe her mindset of negativity. In the past I would have 

been keen to fix the playing straight away, giving instructions about period performance practice and 

demonstrating techniques to achieve an appropriate rendition. But nowadays, being mindful of the person 

I am with, I venture to meet them where they are. So, I asked Suzie if she was willing do an experiment on 

the Bach with me. Having nothing to lose and nowhere to go, she was curious and agreed.  

 

I created an alternative visual and emotional scenario for her to engage with in playing. I proposed that she 

play the piece “as if” she was on a solitary train journey – departing with no particular destination – just 

taking a ride for the pleasure of motion – imagining passing through new landscapes of various contours, 

forms and hues: refrain from trying to drive it, and just let the areas of harmonic intensity and release within 

the composition guide the light and shade in her playing. I asked her to be open to respond to the music as 

it arrives in her hands and mind - to stay with herself on this journey, “not-knowing” the outcome.  

 

She gave herself over to my suggestion and proceeded to play beautifully with poise and ease. Her playing 

had variety within a consistent colour scheme, well graded dynamics and stability of tempo. It sounded 

buoyant and healthy. By the final chord her whole demeanour had been transformed. The Bach had brought 

her to feeling energised and serene within herself. She had a calm body and was breathing easy. Suzie had 

let all this happen by getting herself out of the way. I commented that it was a pleasure for me as a listener, 

and (incidentally) more in keeping with the way Bach is understood to be appropriately played. Despite her 

resistance, Suzie is happy to do the “right” thing, so this was a moment of serendipity! The experience Bach 

provided had delivered a surprising gift. 

 

Suzie’s state had shifted to one of equanimity. She left my studio in a positive condition ready to face her 

life’s pressures. This type of process is by no means a relaxation exercise, but one requiring honesty, trust 

and courage. Music can work its magic if we respond to its inherent fabric and character with genuine 

curiosity. In contrast, if we steer it into self-willed emotional agendas, or drive it down safe well-worn 

pathways, the results will probably be disappointing. Cultivating a healthy relationship with our music comes 

with making choices in the light of our emotional needs, and learning how to invest ourselves in the music 

appropriately.  

 

Obviously when giving a recital or doing an examination we are not at liberty to play what we feel like and 

when. However, our performances are less vulnerable to emotional upsets and far more resilient after 

having done this type of imaginary and emotional exploration. Our work is all the more convincing when 

supported and informed by compositional analysis. This wholistic approach ensures our physical practice 

becomes integrated with a deeply personal psychology to convey our best intentions with freedom from 

emotional baggage. 

Illusions and Awareness: thoughts  

Most of us have a tendency to misdirect our energy one way or another, rather than sending it where it is 

needed to generate the sound. For unconscious reasons many musicians hold nervous and emotional tension 

in the chest. The musculature fixes, immobilising the natural curving motions of the spine, which 

consequently impedes breathing and the flow of energy to the instrument. Other muscle fixations might 

show up in a cast of characters: facial grimaces, pursed lips, jaw clenching, sniffing in hard before tricky 



passages, scrunching the head back down into the body, hunching the shoulders, gyrating the body around 

with elbows spread like wings trying to get expression … and a range of other gestures. Most players do these 

things unawares, but some insist that these habits are essential for them to feel the expression as they play. 

Musicians who decide to cleave to their habits might even consider such gimmicks to be good showmanship. 

This choice comes with a high risk of injury! 

 

Personally, when I’ve done my imaginative and emotional work on a particular piece, I know what the music 

is about and I have felt it deeply in private. Afterwards, I will want to go beyond this, allowing my expression 

to travel out and away from myself to reach others.  

 

“Much choreography is simply symptomatic of faulty technique. All essential 

movement is interior and should not involve muscular tension. Physical evidence of 

work is tantamount to struggle”. (Pedro de Alcantara) 

 

Some people have a tendency to actively crouch over their instrument, some slump lazily while others sit or 

stand up super-straight arching their backs. We generally want to do the “right” thing but typically are bound 

by habit. Questions of “correct posture” are best addressed indirectly. This way students find the solution 

for themselves. Here’s a movement activity I’ve designed based on two fundamental AT principles. Firstly in 

using the head-neck-spine unit in a well-coordinated relationship, and secondly in directing energy outwards, 

it provides an experience for the back (and whole self) which is natural and ideal for playing and singing. The 

motion helps us find that delicate balance between muscle work and rest. Other benefits include gaining 

awareness of our head, feet and hands. The bonus is the stimulated calming effect it engenders.  

 

Here are the steps and stages outlined for this learning experience: 

1. Two grapefruit sized balls are required (approximately 12cm diameter). This suits the average student 

hand size. In standing position, lightly hold the balls with hands hanging freely (palms will face almost 

backwards). 
 

2. Form a light energised hold at the finger pads avoiding any clenching at the wrists. Make gentle pulses 

against the ball’s surface being aware of the contact at the finger pads. This awakens the forearm flexor 

muscles and rehearses our bodies to learn where the energy transfer will take place when playing – on the 

key (string, bow or pad).  
 

3. Keeping the knees fairly loose, start gently swinging the balls around from side to side allowing the arms 

to float freely. Here the body takes easy turns around the spine like a maypole, with arms at about a 20 

degree angle with the body. It’s useful to explore larger movements for fun, being mindful that when playing 

they will be small and subtle.  
 

4. We find the weight in our feet and notice how it shifts from one to the other in motion. We become aware 

of the head, noticing how it feels light, as if floating up from the spine. Explore looking from side to side with 

the movement, also centralise the head as we do when reading.  
 

5. Notice how our backs are working naturally; free and easy, neither arched nor slumped. These 

undesirables are not physically possible in this activity. Observe how the lateral arm movement comes from 

the clavicle. Pianists remember (for later) to translate this into how you move across registers, rather than 

trunk shifting (as described in part one). 
 

6. After enjoying swinging the balls for a while, we slowly wind it down. Simply stop putting any more energy 

into it, but don’t collapse. Think of being on a swing in a park and just let the swing gradually stop by itself. 

When you find yourself not moving anymore, be fully present. This is a magic moment! Stay with it a while 

and notice your head and back (posture). 
 

7. You’ll now sense echoes of subtle motion inside your body even though it appears you’re standing still 

(eyes closed if you choose). This residual body memory of the motion is useful in learning how to be in a 

dynamically relaxed state - which makes for balanced playing.  

 



“The experience you want is in the process of getting it. If you have something, give 

it up. Getting it, not having it, is what you want."  
(F.M. Alexander) 

 

Finally, here is an interesting psycho-physical paradox to ponder – expressed in general terms.  

When the mind is still and calm, our bodies move easily and freely: they also move subtly when apparently 

still. Conversely, when the mind is racing around out of control with worry and stress, our unconscious 

reaction is to seize control physically. We hold ourselves (or parts of us) statue-still by muscular force 

(tension) - which arrests our ability to move.  

 

In part three, I will explore more connections moving towards integration and wholeness in the practise, 

performance and teaching of music. 

 

 

For more information and further reading on AT and NLP see:  

www.alexandertechnique.com.au 

http://www.inspiritive.com.au/ 
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