
“A Rocky Road to Revolution” Part Three        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. 

 

 

“It’s so simple it’s shocking”.  

“People love complicated things – but this is so simple, people think it’s hard”.   
(Marjorie Barstow – Master Teacher of the Alexander Technique) 
 

Revelations along the road: fresh intentions 

 

My transformation in music began with a simply extraordinary epiphany. Everything about me and my 

predicament was revealed in a few moments as I experienced the sheer bliss of pain-free movement and a 

brighter-looking future in my first encounter with the Alexander Technique. As detailed in part one, the key 

simply lay in the delicate movement of my head, so that my whole body could follow. This was enabled by 

my willingness to cooperate with human design, while being self-aware and open to change - and having no 

expectations. 

 

In the early years of my career, the relationship I had with piano playing was tortured … and yet I absolutely 

loved it! When reflecting back now, I am astonished that potential damage didn’t even enter my 

consciousness. Sadly I recall those dreadful feelings of not being “good enough” and never trusting in my 

practise and deep learning. These were accepted undercurrents in my unhealthy musical life. It didn’t matter 

how many times I played a problem passage perfectly, the worry and fear that I might not have it in 

performance plagued me. To my knowledge then, the only way to work towards excellence was to follow 

the “Practise Makes Perfect” rule, and I could never get enough of it. My obsession was fuelled by a belief 

that if I ever did become “good enough” I would be rewarded: I could legitimately enter the upper echelons 

of classical music where the great composers would smile upon me.  

 

“Art is a harsh goddess: her gifts are ambiguous. On her altars many have perished.” 
(Ben Okri) 

 

Eventually my piano zeal wore me out, leaving me disillusioned and physically injured. I felt like a victim 

whose passion had turned against her. Fortunately, the encounter with Alexander Technique (AT) brought 

me to “face the music” – as the saying goes. I came to realise that my pianistic problems were an expression 

of the relationship I had with myself, and I wanted to take responsibility for this and repair it. I had adopted 

the strange illusion that the pursuit of music was an altruistic mission with a special calling, therefore it 

required devotion and a punishing practise regime – so I just had to try harder. Needless to say, I have since 

shed these lofty and destructive delusions. While I still love music with a passion, I believe the abuse of one-

self or one’s students to excel in it cannot be justified.  

 

Over the decades my noble ideas and ideals were becoming hard to maintain in teaching, and shortly after 

dealing with my personal piano problems, I started looking more deeply into my teaching methods. This was 

very difficult for me to find and face the truth, because I felt sure I had been doing the “right” thing as a 

teacher. From my first years in private practice I earnestly wanted my students to feel the same passion I 

felt for piano playing. I yearned to draw out their potential as soon as possible. For some, maybe I wanted it 

more than they did themselves. While my intentions were of the highest order, I was not meeting my 

students where they really were with their different ways and rates of learning. Confident that motivation 

was the key to their success, I thought I had it covered - since I was so highly motivated and hard-working 



myself. For some this works very well, but the assumption doesn’t cover every student’s peculiarities. I 

struggled with the “slow” ones, working with enormous patience and hope to bring them to their best, but 

their best was something I had decided they would want to achieve. However, music doesn’t work its magic 

on everyone my way. Although I remain just as keen as ever in my teaching work, I now have fresh intentions 

and healthier ways of working with both my students and myself. To reiterate (from parts one and two), my 

updated aims are to meet students where they actually are, and find pathways ahead in their music making 

which incorporate their life experiences, personal strengths and desires.  

 

This alternative teaching style involved careful revision of the language and vocabulary I use, as I wish to 

invite my students to work constructively alongside me in their lessons. Good rapport supported by close 

observation and listening are vital. It also requires being comfortable not knowing where a lesson might lead 

and being able to respond creatively in any instance. (An example appears in part two with an adult student).  

 

“The aim of the Alexander Technique is to help the pupil activate and refine the use 

of a nature-given endowment … We could say that healing is a side-effect … and the 

healing that does take place is always a self-healing” (Pedro de Alcantara) 
 

 

Teaching: the art of improvisation 

 

Dating back from my very first years of teaching, I would write little songs on the spot to give young beginners 

plenty of reinforcement in note recognition – and just for fun! This was a great thing to be doing back then, 

and I continue with it now. Guided song writing introduces children to the concept of notation creatively by 

immediately linking symbols with sound, while simultaneously employing the aural, tactile and visual senses 

– experiencing sound turning into symbols (and visa-versa). This is fortuitous, as musical notation is generally 

alien to beginners and makes no sense. So the deliberate inclusion of the physical senses in learning helps 

make real sense out of what looks like “nonsense” on the page.  

 

Here are a few examples of improvised lessons with pre-preliminary level students from my studio: 

 

Tender-hearted Toby arrived to his lesson one day too upset to play because his goldfish had just died. We 

commiserated on the sad news for a moment, then I asked him if he’d like to tell me about his fish - its name, 

when he got it, what colour it was … and to talk about the happy times they shared. Then I suggested we 

could write a piano song together remembering what fun it was having “Big Finn”. He agreed because he 

was too sad to have a normal piano lesson. We shaped up the opening words then used Hungarian time 

names to set the syllables in rhythm and fit them into bars. We found a nice little melody with Toby making 

choices as I played around with various motifs. Jotting down his preferences on manuscript, I was working 

on developing his ear and memory skills by asking him to help me remember what we had just discovered. 

Then he played around with the fragments to explore where they might lead. His sadness was easing as he 

became increasingly engaged with the creative process. By the time we had drafted the opening and middle 

sections we had run out of lesson time. Now he was feeling positively eager to finish the story-telling at 

home. His mother emailed the concluding lyrics to me that night. In the following weeks as Toby felt 

somewhat recovered, we worked on supporting the melody with some left hand material and I was able to 

gently introduce things to extend his technical abilities. Harmonisation was done by experimenting with 

simple intervals from seconds to fifths, and for textural variety we chose places to double the melody in 

octaves and set it in mirror motion. At this stage in the process I typeset the score for him to proof read and 

add his choices for the final details of touch and dynamics. Toby was able to direct his emotions 

constructively in his music making. He felt proud of himself and treasured his new piece. Above all he 

experienced closure around the death of his treasured pet. 

 

Spirited Sophia arrived very tired and cranky one day. Upon asking her why she was so tired, she blamed 

her little sister’s noisy snoring. Previously we had written a couple of great songs together on themes relating 



to family and food. Being an artistic girl, she was keen to make up another piece when I suggested it. After 

we discussed her sleep deprivation problem, I learnt of her sister’s asthma condition. We talked about what 

would happen if we made up a song about her sister’s illness being so annoying. Sophia thought about it, 

and eventually admitted the real reason she couldn’t sleep was that she had eaten lots of sweets lately. I felt 

proud of her honesty and empathy for her sister. My challenge here was to find a way to celebrate her 

personal discovery while she received a rich music lesson. First she delighted in taking an inventory of all the 

sugary things she likes, then we set about finding rhythmic values to fit the chosen words and explored the 

many possibilities of melody, chords, structure and expressive devices - all of which were surreptitiously 

tailored to extend her skills. We created a whole new exciting piece over the next few weeks. Sophia’s 

emotional difficulty was transformed into “The Sugar Song”. This unplanned-for music making activity had 

reframed Sophia’s problem and given her the opportunity for self-reflection, which prompted her wise 

decision to be self-responsible.  

 

Happy Hailee came to her lesson saying she hadn’t done any practise because she was very distracted and 

excited. Her auntie was getting married and she was going to sing at the ceremony! So, rather than spoil the 

fun by giving reminders and tips on practise, I felt it opportune to match her exuberance and ride on this 

high moment. It was the perfect way for her to learn some very important musical concepts while celebrating 

piano playing by integrating it with her family life and voice. Together we found suitable sounds to express 

the joy of a wedding with words to convey the excitement she felt anticipating the day. Here again, as with 

the previous examples, Hailee engaged in the learning process thoroughly, although incidentally. 

Spontaneous situations for song writing lessons need not be prompted by problems. With this flexible 

approach, the educational process and musical concepts are all-encompassing and sophisticated - yet, they 

are relatable and accessible to children when pitched with care.  

 

Some people prefer not to use words in their creative ventures, choosing instead to find purely instrumental 

sounds and sonorities to explore their imaginations, memories and emotions. In these cases I like to facilitate 

free improvisation at the piano. The activity is beneficial for people of any age, including those with attention 

disorders and those on the autism spectrum. With guidance, students can be encouraged to explore sound 

production, sonorities, pedalling and touches beyond the limits of their current repertoire. The experience 

offers a glimpse into what they can achieve on the instrument in the future. An improvisation may develop 

into a scored composition if the student wishes. Alternatively the session could remain as a one-off 

experience. I have witnessed how powerful this personalised, hands-on approach in piano lessons can be as 

it serendipitously motivates and educates. Students seem to gain a surge of self-confidence and they play 

with more colour, fluency and ease.  

 

A piano teacher need not be a composer to facilitate original creativity in students. I believe it just takes 

being brave enough to explore the unknown. Well before I started studying composition, from my first days 

as a very young teacher, I found myself making tailor-made pieces for my students. Hundreds of these 

jottings exist in long-lost manuscript books. Now however, the three piano songs discussed have been 

compiled into a book of twenty for other pre-preliminary level students to enjoy playing. A complete view 

of the musical concepts explored and the delightful lyrics can be sourced in the Wirripang publication: In My 

Magic Music Tree. 

 

 

In The Magic Mirror: reflections 

 

Learning music presents a compelling analogy to the relationship we have with ourselves. It is like a mirror 

where the instrument (or voice) gives us useful extra-musical objective information. With close observation 

of our music making, this mirror will reveal truths which are relatable to ourselves in our lives. Dealing with 

an instrument can reflect how we tend to respond to real life situations, for example: in problem solving, 

the expression or repression of emotions, how we negotiate challenges and how we feel about ourselves in 

success or in difficulty. If we listen objectively when playing, the instrument gives us immediate sonic feed-



back according to our input. The very finest aspects of muscle tone meet and directly affect the instrument. 

The chemistry and measure of energisation in our muscles are determined by our moods and how we are 

thinking. Consequently the instrument’s response to our touch is reflected back - in a way analogous to the 

way personal interactions take place. Thus the interconnectedness of our psychic and physical selves is 

manifest in our sound. With AT principles we work on improving our sound and facility by uncovering our 

habitual misdirected energies and blockages - whilst indirectly we are working on ourselves. It can become 

complex when our entrenched ways of playing are fused with our sensations of heartfelt effort. Here, our 

sensory feedback is hidden behind self-delusions which interfere with clean, objective listening. Working our 

way out of this conundrum makes us acutely aware of how our playing habits have emerged from ingrained 

thinking pathways and are encapsulated by fixed attitudes. With the choice to shed interferences and use 

constructive thinking with conscious control, we can gradually develop new ways to move efficiently in 

agreement with our intentions and whole selves.  

 

“Constructive Conscious Control. Constructive: because we are changing something 

in ourselves which is ineffective, [and] harmful. Conscious: because we become 

aware of what we are doing. Control: because we are redirecting energy and bringing 

freedom into the whole mechanism”. (Marjorie Barstow) 

 

 

In conclusion, by gathering information about the workings of the human body and cultivating an attitude 

of kindness, we can cooperate with ourselves in playing and teaching music. This will create the ideal 

conditions to express ourselves through music. As practising musicians we need to have positive intent and 

good-will (co)operating between the teacher and learner within us. Whether we are teaching or playing, I 

believe that kindness and consideration are due. To engender this in our students (children and adults), I 

suggest they take up dual roles when practising alone, by being a coach to themselves: giving helpful 

instruction and reminders as they play – in a kind voice with humour and care - just as a good teacher would 

do in their lessons. It promotes agency and self-acceptance whilst reinforcing knowledge and good 

intentions. 

 

“Learn to laugh at yourselves: you always move better with a smile.” 

(Marjorie Barstow) 

 

My ongoing investigation into AT offers me the tools I need to continue carving out constructive avenues in 

music making. The possibilities are infinitely varied! Greg Holdaway (Sydney Alexander School director) says 

of the BodyMinded Training course: “it is a unique blend of the study of human movement integrated with 

the practical application of Alexander Technique principles. The core principle explored is Mind-Body Unity”.  

 

Travelling with new directions in music helps me to move with a smile. Even though I never know for sure 

how or when I’ll need to “improvise” an unusual lesson, or if my performances will go how I planned, I am 

learning to respond to whatever happens using a combination of genuine curiosity and creativity with 

Alexander Technique principles. 
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