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Experiences of an Ashley Place Pupil

This unsigned typewritten MS describes a pupils’ understand-
ing of the Alexander Technique from a series of lessons. It is 
undated but it appears lessons were taken in 1955, and the MS 
written in 1956. The original MS is in the Walter  Carrington 
Archives, London.

My injury
At the age of fifty I thought I could tip up and empty a waterlogged boat. 
The result was a sharp pain in the side of my back which I took to be a 
pulled muscle, but was diagnosed by the doctor as the fashionable ‘pro-
lapsed disc’. I spent six weeks flat on my back, and was twice manipu-
lated to fit the pieces together again, but this did not relieve the pain. I 
resolutely resisted all efforts to put me in plaster, and only twice wore 
the whalebone and steel contraption made for me and recommended for 
continuous use for three months after getting up. It seemed to me that 
putting the thing away in moth balls like that might cause atrophy of the 
necessary muscles for natural support, and that at my age those muscles 
might never regain normality.

The doctors shook warning fingers at me and said that at least half the 
cases of ‘discs’ recurred and became chronic. No wonder!

Realising that I could expect little sympathy if I proved wrong and 
damaged my back again, I took more than special care and in five or six 
months was apparently back to normal. It was during that period that I 
heard about the ‘Alexander Technique’. I felt I had a permanent weakness 
in my back. I wanted to lead a strenuous life at outdoor work and sport, 
and it appeared that the Technique might enable me to do so.

My interpretation of the technique
The difficulty of ‘cottoning on’ to the Technique in the early stages is that 
one is not required to do anything by conscious action but to refrain from 
doing things that one is not conscious of doing. As one feels that one is 
not doing the things the instructor says one is doing, it is extremely dif-
ficult to see how to set about not doing them.
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It is a matter of letting go on certain reflex conditions – I would not call 
them actions – which are a part of the normal wakeful condition. When 
that is conquered the rest follows without much trouble.

Looking back on what I have learnt, it seems to me that the Alexander 
Technique deals with three basic faulty habits into which most human 
bodies have, in greater or less degree, fallen:

1. Failure to maintain true poise.
2. Reflex rigidity, i.e. tensing of muscles.
3. Consequent faulty breathing.

Though curing no. 1 is a final objective, it can not be tackled with-
out first dealing with no. 2, and no. 2 is the difficult one. Reflex tensing 
becomes a habitual normal condition, and is therefore undetected and 
almost impossible to detect in one’s self. It impedes a proper erection of 
the human frame, and impedes correct breathing. To develop my explana-
tion logically I must deal with no. 1 first: the balancing or erection of the 
skeleton.

poise
The human skeleton is not a of a symmetry which balances on it’s own, 
as one can build up a child’s bricks in a counter-balancing structure or 
pattern (fig. 1).

The bones of a skeleton would collapse in a heap on the floor if not 
held up by some extranous forces. The bones, held together by ligaments 
and cushioned by cartilage, form a series of uncompensated preponder-
ances. The head of instance, and the thorax too, are attached to the back-
bone not at the point of balance (fig. 2) but right at the back (fig. 3).

Fig. 1 Fig. 2 Fig. 3
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Nature has equipped the body, however, with a set of reflex minimum 
thrusts and pulls which can hold these parts in easy equilibrium with 
comfort and efficiency and without conscious effort. These are the reflex 
actions or conditions of ordinary wakeful standing or sitting.

Fatigue starts the rot: possibly we put all the weight on one leg to rest 
the other, or lean with our elbow on a wall, or even slump in a chair, and 
before we know where we are we develop a habitual neglect of main-
taining a necessary reflex condition which in time we are unable even to 
achieve, far less maintain.

Take the example of some beads fairly lightly strung together and help 
upright by a thin paper cylinder (the automatic reflex) (fig. 4).

Take the paper cylinder away and the beads lean over to a position of 
mechanical ‘stops’ (fig. 5). They do not fall over completely because of 
the string. We put the string there merely to keep the beads in relative 
position, centred. Now the string is doing the additional job of defeating 
gravity, which we intended the paper should do. The string has an undue 
strain on it. This is analogous to a seemingly restful stance we are apt to 
assume (or slump into) particularly about the knees, the hips and pelvis, 
the ‘small’ of the back, and the neck. But every individual differs and it 
takes an expert with a practiced eye to see, feel, and diagnose an indi-
vidual’s particular unconscious habits.

rigidity or tensing
The evil effects of this letting go on necessary natural balancing equip-
ment are accentuated by imposing other and detrimental tensing and 
stiffening reflex habits.

Fig. 4 Fig. 5
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By way of illustration consider a tent pole:

The tent pole could stay erect by sheer balance (fig. 6). It could ideally 
be equipped with guy ropes (fig. 7) on which there was no strain until the 
balance was threatened in any particular direction – rather like the paper 
cylinder in fig. 4. It could further be equipped with guy ropes which could 
be tightened up so that they were at all times under such stretch and ten-
sion as their material would permit. This would be quite unnecessary but 
no harm would be done so long as the pole was of a rigidity and strength 
sufficient to survive this pressure.

But suppose that instead of a rigid tent pole we have a spring:

Fig. 6 Fig. 7 Fig. 8

Again the spring could stay erect, somewhat precariously by balance 
alone (fig. 9). The best way of holding it erect would be by guy ropes 
which exert no pressure until balance is threatened (fig. 10). But if we 

Fig. 9 Fig. 10 Fig. 11
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put initial tension on the guy ropes, and perhaps more on some than on 
others, the spring may he held rigid but it will tend to buckle, it’s free and 
easy functioning will be spoilt, and its length will be decreased.

Nature has equipped the various bones of the body (not only those 
of the back to which my diagrams make the most obvious analogy) with 
adequate stabilisers – generally ligaments, but sometimes also muscles – 
which are in their effect like figs. 4 and 11.

The rot starts at moments of anxiety. I think that when a person wishes 
to perform some act requiring great concentration and accuracy of vision 
and limb functioning, it appears subconsciously that action starting from 
a more rigidly held and stable base than that provided by loose guys will 
result in more accurate results. Thus in order to perform such feats as 
driving a car through a narrow gap, striking a golf ball, threading a needle 
etc. it appears to he desirable first really to steady the eye in the head, the 
head on the body, and the body its self by tightening up all the guys as a 
preliminary.

This is harmful enough in itself but once started this tightening up 
becomes more and more frequently necessary and then habitual at all 
times, until only fatigue and sleep enable us to let go completely.

The trouble is that we can not let go only the right amount and get 
back to normal, partly because we have forgotten what this is as a sen-
sation and condition, but also because the buckling of the spring has 
become permanent and we have acquired a wrong shape. The answer is 
now not as simple as that. Now more than ever it requires an expert and 
experienced eye and hand to assess the situation and assist or put us in 
the way of remedial habit.

The above diagrams being vertical give the impression that these stiff-
ening, steadying, or tensing reflexes are all of a vertical nature. This is not 
so. They tend, more or less with different individuals, to be present in just 
as harmful ways in joints and bones other than the backbone. With myself 
in particular there was a continuous tightening and constriction of the 
shoulders and chest. This I believe arises from an anxiety to do something 
accurate with the hand or arm. It can be detected – when you know what 
to look for – if one tries to draw a perfectly straight line with a pencil, or 
to do anything requiring precision of aim or control with hand or arm.

The result is a drawing of the shoulders into a rounded form, and a 
constriction of the chest which results in faulty breathing.
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Breathing
In breathing, the lungs which are contained in the rib cavity are expanded 
to the exact extent of the volume of air breathed. Room must be made for 
this expansion, and it can be done in one of three ways or a combination 
of the three.

The rib cavity is of somewhat conical interior shape (fig. 12).

If the shape and capacity of the rib cavity are kept constant by rigidity 
the expanded lungs can be accommodated by raising the whole thorax up 
towards the chin, in which case the lungs become housed in a wider part 
of the cone.

A second way of finding space for the expanded lungs is to hold the 
thorax, or allow it to remain, in the same position and to allow the lungs 
to move down to a wider part of the cone. They will then somewhat com-
press, and certainly displace, the organs below the diaphragm resulting in 
a distension of the less rigid abdomen.

The first method involves an effort which no one could maintain, but 
the second method is easy and requires no effort. This ‘breathing though 
the stomach’ is a common habit. It is, of course, due to the rigidity of the 
rib cavity and its inability to alter shape and increase in capacity. This 
rigidity is in its turn due to habitual over-tightening of the guy ropes to 
the shoulders in front and behind.

Correct breathing comes from a slackening off these guys and loosen-
ing the ribs and is as follows:

The ribs are of two kinds. The upper ribs are fixed at the back to the 
backbone (a) and at the front to the breastbone (b). The lower ribs are 
fixed only at the back, and at the other end they are floating (c). All the 
ribs curve downwards as well as outwards from the backbone, and up 
again to the breastbone or to the floating end.

Fig. 12
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I have drawn only one fixed rib and one floating rib on each side, but it 
is easy to see that if the lowest point (d) of each rib is free to move out as 
the arrows indicate, the capacity of the rib cavity increases.

This movement of the ribs is not a conscious movement done of voli-
tion in order to breathe. It is a result of breathing whereby the expanding 
lungs push out the ribs which are free to move if all unnatural constriction 
of the shoulders and thorax has been eliminated. Perfection in this type of 
breathing can be seen in a horse or dog after a gallop.

results of incorrect living
1. Pressure
The unnatural and wrong shape which a body acquires as a result of 
not maintaining equilibrium in the way nature intended results first in 
a cramping of internal organs, and produces pressures which interfere 
with their functioning. Correcting this frees them to function properly 
and results in surprising and unexpected incidental improvements in gen-
eral health, and in the disappearance of many and diverse consequent 
ailments.

2. Mechanical inefficiency
Secondly this wrong shape gives the body a bad start in mechanical func-
tioning. Tensing and constriction upset the natural supple working of the 

Fig. 13 Side view. Fig. 14 Front view.
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mechanism as a unit in any physical action undertaken. The body func-
tions well only by starting from a state of natural poise and equilibrium, 
and by maintaining it throughout all action. Further, pre-stressing cramps 
free movement and throws undue strain on parts which should not be 
involved at all.

the difficult first steps in the technique
In the early stages I found it extremely difficult to understand anything 
of what was expected of me. This made me a bit out of temper at times! 
I think and hope it all came right in the end. It may be that to make the 
whole object clear at the outset would be a disservice to the process of 
instruction. Certainly the first steps are the most difficult as one is quite 
unaware of faults and it seems rubbish to suggest they exist. Moreover a 
conscious effort to overcome them might upset the best sequence of cor-
rection and education in the Technique. Correction can only be induced, 
and it requires an experienced instructor to do it and fit it to the require-
ments of the individual. If anyone to whom the objects of the Technique 
had been made fully clear by reading, were to attempt to apply it on his 
own, it is most likely they would achieve anything and they might even do 
harm. it is difficult enough with proper assistance. In fact, it may be that 
ignorance is bliss, though it may be humiliating.

practice
When you have ceased having regular lessons, and have more or less 
acquired the knack of the Technique, but before it has become habitual, 
there is the problem of how to perform all the various actions of the day, 
and this is particularly important for the more strenuous work.

I think it can be said in four words: Look before you leap.
Before you heave that packed trunk up and put if on your shoulder 

to take it downstairs, stop and make sure that all the guys are slackened 
off and that you have achieved that ‘lengthening’ and ‘broadening’ as the 
instructors call it. Then you can get on with it. But I find that you have to 
concentrate to keep that lengthening and broadening all the time you are 
at it or you will soon get back into that braced condition whose rigidity is 
so harmful and inefficient. I find too that if you think about your breath-
ing and ensure that it goes on in the correct way and at the normal speed, 
it is a good check.

I think this looking before you leap is a simple enough and practical 
way of putting into practice all that Mr Alexander has laid down about 
inhibiting an action until the ‘means whereby’ has come uppermost.
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effects of the technique
When I was only a few lessons old and was very much in the dark, I went 
to a social evening at 16 Ashley Place and met pupils of both sexes and 
all ages. I tried to find some common denominator amongst them. All I 
could find was universal enthusiasm for the Technique, but no help or 
lucidation. A man stood near me who was of my height but who seemed 
to look down at me. he had a great look of fitness and assurance. Feeling 
rather sour and sceptical I said to him, ‘This thing seems to cure every-
thing from asthma to ingrowing toe nails.’ He laughed, and then became 
serious and said, ‘You know you aren’t as far from the truth as you intend 
to be. I haven’t been at this very long but I have already noticed it has 
done some extraordinary things to my feet.’ I now know what he meant. 
I know too what it feels like for the body to get back to a measure of 
mechanical efficiency, and to be able to tackle a heavy job without fear 
of damage. I think I know too something of the benefit internal organs 
derive from being free to work without external compression. My circula-
tion was the first thing to benefit. My complexion improved, so my wife 
said, and members of my club stood back and said, ‘My goodness, you are 
looking fit!’ This hard winter of 1955–56 has not worried me. I have not 
felt the cold as I have been doing increasingly year by year. I find too that I 
can limit my smoking with far less effort now that my breathing habits are 
more natural and controlled. But most of all I am grateful for the elimina-
tion of fears about my back.

It is only six months since I started lessons. Perhaps I was a more dif-
ficult pupil than most. It is difficult to teach an old dog new tricks. I am far 
confirmed in the new habits. I suppose it may take years before it becomes 
habitual, but I now know it is worth the efforts of concentration I must 
give it all day, all the time.

The principles of this Technique are so simple and fundamental. It 
should, and must, become universal. Good luck to all who take it up, and 
my grateful thanks to the partners at 16 Ashley Place.

It has not been possible to trace the copyright holder(s) and 
to obtain their permission for the use of copyright material. 
The publisher apologises for any errors or omissions and 
would be grateful if notified of any corrections that should be 
incorporated in future reprints or editions. Minor typographical 
errors have been corrected for this edition.
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