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Ian Mackrill

Ian Mackrill was a pupil of Irene Tasker (1887–1977). She 
asked him to write these notes as he read Alexander’s books 
while having lessons. Irene Tasker defended the writings of 
Alexander in her lecture, ‘Connecting Links’ (1967), where 
she quotes from Mackrill’s notes, only identifying him as ‘a 
barrister’.

The following abbreviations of titles are used:
a. Man’s Supreme Inheritance   MSI
b. Constructive Conscious Control of the Individual CCCI
c. The Use of the Self    UoS
d. The Universal Constant in Living  UCL

In the case of a., b. and c. page references are given from the Re-
Educational Publications editions; in the case of d. from the Integral Press 
edition.

1. The aim of these notes, which are in no way comprehensive, is 
to examine some aspects of the relationship of the writings of 
F. Matthias Alexander, which have been subject to criticism in 
recent years, to the teaching and development of his technique 
at the present time

2. It is necessary to be aware both of their limitations and of their 
place in the future development of the technique.

3. As Alexander himself made clear, the books are, from the practi-
cal point of view, always ancillary and secondary to the manipu-
lation of the pupil by the teacher which alone can give the correct 
sensory experiences on which future teaching and improvement 
can be both based and appreciated. In other words, they are not 
text-books on ‘How to do it’. In the preface to the new edition 
of UoS, Alexander wrote that some of his correspondents had
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. . . rated me quite severely because, as they put it, they are not able to teach 
themselves from what I have written down in my books. Yet they must be 
well aware that, in spite of all the text books on the subjects, many people 
are unable to teach themselves to drive a car, play golf, ski or even to master 
such comparatively simple subjects as geography, history, and arithmetic, 
without the aid of a teacher.(UoS, p. vii)

4. Alexander was also aware of the difficulties involved in describ-
ing his discoveries and their practical implications – a difficulty 
always inherent in getting across new facts and unfamiliar ideas.

. . . a teaching technique . . . involves correct manipulation on the part of 
the teacher in the matter of giving the pupil correct experiences in sensory 
appreciation, in the spheres of re-education, readjustment, and co-ordina-
tion . . . .
 But in this connection it must always be clearly understood that the 
correct sensory experiences to be acquired by means of this technique can-
not be described in writing or by the spoken word in such a way as to be of 
practical value. As a friend of mine, a well-known scientific man, replied to 
a query in this connection, ‘We cannot write a kinaesthesia, any more than 
we can write the sense of sound. We can only write the symbols of sound, 
notes of music for instance.’(CCCI, pp. 76-77.)

In the preface to the same book, he wrote of

. . . the difficulty I have encountered in my attempts to set down, in a suf-
ficiently clear and distinct way, the result of my experiences in unfamiliar 
fields. This difficulty lies in the fact that the adequate description of these 
experiences, for purposes of practical application, calls for new and more 
comprehensive words that we have at our command. (CCCI, pp. xiii.)

5. Quotations on these lines both from Alexander himself and 
from his commentators can be multiplied almost indefinitely. 
The following are a few examples:

. . . although his exposition is made in the simplest English, free from tech-
nical words,1 it is difficult to grasp its full force without having actual dem-
onstration of the principle in operation. (John Dewey in CCCI, p. xxi)

1. For other favourable references see paragraph 9.
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. . . the written word can neither convey the whole idea nor satisfactorily 
describe the technique. (J. E. R. McDonagh FRCS in UoS, p. xi.)

. . . [Alexander’s] methods . . . can scarcely be adequately described, 
although the results are marvelous. (G. E. Coghill in UCL, p. xxvi.)

. . . knowledge concerned with sensory experiences cannot be conveyed by 
the spoken or written word in such a way as to convey the full meaning to 
the reader. (Alexander in UCL p. xxxv.)

6. While accepting the inherent difficulty of full communication of 
unfamiliar ideas by means of the written word alone, it is neces-
sary to recognise that the books have also been criticised on the 
grounds of both form and style.

The form of F. M. Alexander’s writings is as dreadful as its content is valu-
able. Never has a true sage presented himself so well disguised as a com-
monplace, pretentious bore obsessed by idées fixes. Nevertheless, read his 
books, The Use of the Self and Man’s Supreme Inheritance. (Geoffrey Curtis 
CR in Christian Spirituality Today, Faith Press, p. 60n.)

In a recent article in an American magazine, explaining the technique 
and summarising present developments in the United States, the follow-
ing description of the books appears:

The four deplorable books that he turned out during his life-time – diffuse, 
meandering, repetitive, often miasmic and sometimes obscure – even to-
day present a formidable road block in the path of anyone reading them in 
hopes of learning the technique. (‘The Alexander Technique, An approach 
to physical well-being take inches from your waist’ by Edward Maisel in 
Harper’s Bazaar, US, April 1967.)

7. Here, again, references to his works show that Alexander was 
aware of these criticisms of form and style2 and was alert to the 
need of clarification and simplification.

With the help of friends I have given much time to attempts to clarify and 
simplify what I have written, and, as sidelights on this difficult task, I will 

2. See e.g. UCL, p. xxxvi.
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quote the remarks of the two men after reading my earlier books, one of 
whom was eminent in the profession of letters and the other in science. The 
one said he found my sentences involved, but that after consideration he 
concluded that this was inherent to the nature of the subject matter. The 
other pointed out that a particular sentence was too long, but later admit-
ted that he had spent a couple of hours in trying to shorten it or divide it 
into one or two sentences, but found that when he had succeeded in doing 
this he was not expressing the full meaning that the sentence conveyed in 
the original form.
 It is comparatively simple to express some idea or experience in a 
short sentence or in several short sentences if the idea or experience rep-
resents something specific or something that can be done or gained by the 
direct method, for this involves the concept of separation and disconnect-
edness. But ideas or experiences concerned with unified phenomena and 
which involve the indirect method for general, instead of specific, application 
can only be fully expressed by a sentence that conveys the meaning of such 
ideas and experiences so that there can be no doubt that the concept on 
which they are based is that of a co-ordinated indivisible whole. (UCL, pp. 
xxx-xxxi.)

8. He also suggested, possibly with good reason in some cases, that 
some of his critics who wrote to

. . . tell of experiencing difficulty in understanding, show signs of having 

. . . written after a quick reading rather than a close and careful study of the 
subject matter. (UoS, p. vii.)

9. Whatever faults critics may or may not find in Alexander’s liter-
ary style, it is noticeable that not all the criticism was adverse. In 
addition to the quotation from Professor Dewey given in para-
graph 5 above, the following are instances:

. . . the clear and full exposition that Mr. Alexander has himself given . . . 
(John Dewey in CCCI, p. xxi.)

Your books have been most instructive and thought provocative. (Adam 
Moss MD in UCL, p. 43.)
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It is, of course, impossible in a short article to describe Mr. Alexander’s 
discovery in any detail. Nor is it necessary; for he has done the work himself 
in a series of books, of which the most recent and the most explicit is The 
Use of the Self. (Aldous Huxley in UCL, p. 73.)

The only criticism that I can offer of your new book – The Use of the Self – is 
that it is just about the most interesting that I have ever read. It beats the 
usual explorer’s yarn into a cocked hat, because you wandered through a 
much darker country than any of them did. (‘A medical correspondent’ in 
UCL, p. 210 n.)

10. While accepting that there may well be certain faults of style, 
as there almost invariably are in similar works of this kind, and 
faults of form and presentation3 in Alexander’s writings, it is 
only realistic to realise that books which attempt to describe new 
discoveries and principles and in which the writer is groping for 
words and phrases to express concepts hitherto unexpressed in 
language, are unlikely to be easy reading at any time and espe-
cially in an age more at home with the digest and the précis 
rather than the original work. Few of us today are really pre-
pared to have a go at the big works of original thought and dis-
covery, to wrestle with the obscurities of the letters to St. Paul, to 
stretch our minds to Newton or Darwin or to realise what Teil-
hard de Chardin is getting at. Such writings have to be quarried 
away at bit by bit and over a stretch of time before much result 
is apparent. And so it is with Alexander’s writings and perhaps 
the more so because, as has been said,

The great discovery of F. Matthias Alexander . . . though hailed as valuable 
by some of the most brilliant minds of our time . . . has failed so far to find 
adequate philosophical and theological interpretation. (Geoffrey Curtis, 
op. cit.)

11. It remains only to suggest one or two ways in which Alexander’s 
writings may be shown to be relevant to the present teaching 
and development of the technique:

3. For example, the current edition of CCCI is not provided with an index and 
UCL only has an index of names.
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a. The books contain, as Alexander wrote,

. . . a detailed description of the evolution of my technique and its applica-
tion to different fields of activity. (UCL, p. xxxv.)

b. From the practical point of view:

1) They can be a considerable help to a pupil during a course of 
lessons or afterwards. Only after a pupil, in the hands of the 
teacher, has begun to gain a more reliable sensory apprecia-
tion, will he or she be fully able to grasp the meaning and 
significance of the writings.

2) Once either of these stages is reached, regular reference to 
the books can be invaluable in ensuring that the pupil con-
tinues to remember to make the new experiences in the times 
apart from lessons.

3) The books form a useful bibliography of a number of refer-
ences to the application of the technique: see e.g. MSI, p. x: 
UoS, pp. 89–91: UCL, pp. 245–267.

c. The books, or some of them, supplied possibly with a new intro-
duction bringing the state of development up to date4 could well 
serve to disseminate more widely knowledge of the technique.

d. In any assessment of writings such as Alexander’s, it is impor-
tant to remember both how slowly new discoveries are assimi-
lated into the main streak of thought and also how strong a force 
against their practical application in everyday life is not only 
the inertia of established habits of thought but also the posi-
tive resistance of those who see themselves or their organisations 
threatened by the new knowledge. So it was with Copernicus 
and Darwin, so it is with Freud and Jung and Teilhard and so 
with Alexander.

A recent writer has said that, while man has in recent years immeasur-
ably increased his knowledge about the universe and about his material 
surroundings on this earth, viz. about things outside himself, his know-
ledge about himself has increased very little and such knowledge as he 

4. See e.g. Harpers Bazaar article referred to above, page 3.
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has only brings him to the threshold of the subject. It may well be that the 
work which Alexander discovered and started and which is embodied in 
his books will be seen in the future to be one of the sources of the growth 
of this knowledge. Such was certainly his hope.

. . . my experience may one day be recognised as a signpost directing the 
explorer to a country hitherto ‘undiscovered’, and one which offers unlim-
ited opportunity for fruitful research to the patient and observant pioneer.
After working for a lifetime in this new field I am conscious that the knowl-
edge gained is but a beginning, but I think I may confidently predict that 
those who are sufficiently interested in the findings I have recorded, and 
who will be guided by them in further search, will find their outlook and 
understanding towards the question of the control of human reaction 
(behaviour) so completely changed that they will see that knowledge of the 
self is fundamental to all other knowledge, particularly to that which can 
make for the raising of the standard of human understanding and reaction 
essential to a sane plan of civilization. (UCL, p. xlii.)

IRM/PC
September, 1967.
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