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Advance Praise for Ideokinesis


“What André taught me transformed entirely the way I approached yoga postures and breathing. It’s amazing how neatly the principles and exercises of Ideokinesis dovetail with—and then support, amplify, and refine—what I’ve learned over my twenty-six years of practice. This book will help yoga beginners lay a solid foundation and will guide more experienced students to new dimensions of experience and insight.”

—Richard Rosen, yoga instructor, Berkeley, CA




“I studied with [Barbara] Clark along with André Bernard. I was putting her teachings into dance and André became one of my modern dance pupils. I think it is wonderful that André’s work is published. This work can put you in touch with yourself and that is the most important thing you can do! One of the things André and I really enjoyed about Miss Clark is that she told us to have at least five belly laughs a day.”

—Joanne Emmons, modern dance instructor, teacher of Miss Barbara Clark’s Table Lessons, and developer of Dance in Depth, Albuquerque, NM




“To study with master teacher André Bernard opened, for me, a gate of imagery to a deeper experience of dwelling in the body—a hidden garden where sensation, breath, balance, and choice are vividly revealed and felt. This text, the first full-length English publication of his teaching, permits the reader to experience this body of somatic wisdom. A transformative opportunity!”

—Nancy Lyons, Professor of Dance, Sonoma State University, CA




“Through this publication, the work of Mabel Todd as developed by André Bernard is reaching beyond the cities where he touched the lives of so many students.… André touched not only our physical bodies, but our very souls, through his knowledge and wisdom, generosity, gentleness, and compassion. I am grateful to have been one of those students.”

—Carol Loud, dancer and Ideokinesis teacher, Martha’s Vineyard, MA




“Practicing ‘Constructive Rest’ as in André Bernard’s class should be required of all human beings. The physical and meditative elegance of this simple yet profound act could be a cure for the ages.”

—Daniel Tai, co-artistic director, Kipos Dance Company, New York, NY




“[T]he work I did with André transformed my dancing, and my life.… As a dance teacher and Pilates instructor, I can testify to the great importance, to my students and myself, of this work for understanding movement, for physical and mental well-being, and in healing from illness and injury.”

—Ruth Botchan, director of Berkeley Moving Arts and the Ruth Botchan Dance Company




“One of the things that made André Bernard so special was how much he cared, which simply made him great to be around. I learned a lot about the kind of person I would like to become by seeing how he carried himself in the role of teacher. He just wanted to give people what he had to offer. He wanted people to have the experience of this kind of work that is so helpful to so many aspects of our lives. This made him extremely accessible.”

—Carl Horowitz, yoga instructor, New York, NY




“Ideokinesis as André Bernard taught it lives within my bones and being. His mastery, grace and humility will continue to touch and heal many lives through this publication.”

—Trisha Ruth Agius, somatic and structural bodyworker and Ideokinesis and Placement teacher, Nantucket, MA
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Preface

Wolfgang Steinmüller

“You are about to enter an adventure into your own being.” These are the words André Bernard used to open an introductory workshop on ideokinesis, where I first met him in 1992. We use the same words to open the series of transcribed André Bernard workshops in English, which together make up the practical core of this book, for this quote sums up what the experience of ideokinesis can mean.

Several years before meeting André Bernard I had come across Mabel Todd’s book The Thinking Body, first published in 1937 and one of the pioneering works of body-mind literature. It is, like all classics, worth reading even today. It made me curious about experiencing what has become known by the strange name of ideokinesis. What does it mean to combine a thought or idea (ideo) with movement (kinesis)? I wondered.

What I learned at that first three-day workshop with André Bernard was more than I could ever have expected. Although physically exhausted from a recent move and in great need of rest, I found at the end of the three days that not only did I feel surprisingly fit physically, but my thinking had changed. The experience revolutionized my understanding of the interaction between body and mind, and through the years it has also had a great impact on my medical practice.

Ideokinesis, which is one of the oldest body-mind methods originating in the Western world, offers a creative method for using imagination and mental processes to improve movement and posture. Mabel Todd was the first to conceptualize and teach this method. Her student Lulu Sweigard was instrumental in making ideokinesis more widely known, both through her teaching and her book, Human Movement Potential (1974). Another of Todd’s earliest students who furthered the tradition was Barbara Clark, a clinical nurse who used ideokinesis in therapeutic settings. This first generation of influential students was succeeded by Pamela Matt, Irene Dowd, Nancy Topf, and, most important, André Bernard, all of whom have carried the tradition into the twenty-first century.

Mabel Elsworth Todd (1874–1956) lived and worked at the same time as F. M. Alexander (1869–1955) and was a generation older than Dr. Moshe Feldenkrais (1904–1984). Not surprisingly, there are remarkable parallels between these three founders of body-mind methods. First, for all three, investigating the way the human body works was motivated foremost by the need to solve a physical problem of their own. They all began by observing their own actions and reactions with great attentiveness and curiosity, but they did not stop investigating once their symptoms improved. Instead, the learning process itself inspired them to continue. The crucial aspect about this kind of learning is that it changes the learner. Habits of which we are aware are no longer unconscious habits, and so we can change them. When theory is fused with the learning process, the knowledge becomes at once educational and therapeutic.

Ideokinesis, Alexander technique, and the Feldenkrais method have all been classified under the rubric of body therapy. Yet the pioneers of these approaches would most likely have rejected such a term. When these three methods were developed, the understanding of therapy was far different than it is today. The doctor-patient relationship itself was more hierarchical, and psychotherapy and physical therapy stood at a greater distance from one another.

A Greek-English dictionary offers several meanings for the verb therapeuein, including “to treat with great attention.” In the early twentieth century, however, rather than finding themselves being treated with great attention, patients often experienced little empathy on the part of their doctors, and traumatic experiences with so-called therapists were not uncommon. Indeed, a negative or harsh “therapeutic experience” was often part of the impulse to look beyond established medicine. Even after they were well under way with their new approaches, however, Todd, Alexander, and Feldenkrais continued to seek exchanges with medical researchers and practitioners and used feedback from the medical community in the further development of their methods.

I would suggest describing ideokinesis, Alexander technique, and the Feldenkrais method not as body therapies—a term with which current practitioners are justly dissatisfied—but as “ways of learning with body and mind.”

It is in this way of learning with body and mind that I hope readers will understand the teachings presented in this book. André Bernard (1924–2003) was one of the most influential figures in the world of twentieth-century dance and body movement. Over four decades he introduced thousands of performing arts students—dancers in particular—to the learning aptitude of body and mind. The depth with which André shaped this training made participating in his lessons a special experience. In the course of this practical work, he not only significantly influenced the further development of ideokinesis but also introduced the method in Europe, with the workshops he started teaching in Germany and Switzerland in 1986.

André Bernard shared his deep knowledge of ideokinesis generously and unselfishly. Always modest and convinced that his work was more important than himself, he downright resisted the idea of publishing a book in his name. But he readily agreed to collaborate with Ursula Stricker and me when we proposed collecting materials from his workshops to create an introductory workbook for dancers and movement practitioners. Sadly, André did not live long enough to experience the publication of the English-language edition of his book, but shortly before his death we were able to send him the German edition in 2003.

In compiling this book Ursula Stricker and I hope to offer a useful and practical resource for all who seek to know themselves better. The core of the book—Part Two—presents five introductory and advanced workshops led by André Bernard. The texts and illustrations are drawn from tape recordings and photographs of workshops Bernard conducted in Bern, Switzerland, between 1991 and 2000.

The texts in Part One are intended to prepare the reader for those workshops. André Bernard’s “An Introduction to Ideokinesis,” one of the few texts he ever wrote about his work, documents his views on the theoretical and historical background of ideokinesis. The interview that follows is based on a series of interviews with André conducted in California during the summers of 1995 and 1999 by Richard Rosen, a writer for Yoga Journal, and Nancy Lyons, a professor of dance at Sonoma State University. This text documents how much ideokinesis influenced André’s life and, in addition to addressing basic methodical questions, touches on the role of ideokinesis in the training of dancers. Ursula Stricker’s essay on the inspiring nature of ideokinesis concludes this section of the book.

Completing this book was complicated by André’s increasing frailty and his decision to no longer travel to Europe. We are fortunate that he was able to edit large parts, though unfortunately not all, of the tape-recorded transcripts. We have done our best to orient the workshop texts as closely as possible to the original English transcripts, without relinquishing the vitality of his spoken delivery. We want our readers to participate in the atmosphere of both a basic and an advanced seminar and to introduce them to the concept of working with mental imagery. If the language at first strikes you as unusual, we urge you to let the words and images work together to support the learning processes of change that make ideokinesis the extraordinary method it is.

A book cannot replace a teacher, but it can awaken curiosity and smooth the first steps. Although self-study may impose some limits, in this case the very nature of the subject being studied lends itself to self-study, as ideokinesis is fundamentally about working on yourself and your own thought and behavior patterns. It depends entirely on self-initiative and the desire to learn. No therapist can think for a patient and no teacher for a pupil.

André Bernard invited me and many others on a fascinating adventure of self-discovery. Ursula Stricker and I were fortunate that he accompanied us on our path, making it enjoyable and easy. My journey changed me fundamentally and influenced not only my work but also the way I interact with myself and with other people. We know that the words and images of André Bernard captured here hold the potential of bringing similarly life-changing insights to all who embark on this journey, whether you are a dancer, artist, seeker, or health practitioner.

We wish all who read this an exciting “adventure into your own being”!
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1. André Bernard in Bern, Switzerland.




Suggestions on How to Use This Book

We suggest that you have several tools to accompany you on your adventure while reading this book.

1. Having a competent anatomy book will be of the utmost support to clarify the bony structures and placing of the tactile aid.

2. A thin but comfortable mat or padding, a scarf or rope for tying the legs, and two thin pads or towels to place under the head and the balls of the feet during the constructive rest phases will be necessary.

3. As you read, you will experience a repetition of the material. Please remember that in the beginning workshops there is always a lecture and then a lab section. So in the lecture part you will be reading the explanation, clarifying the anatomical information, learning the imagery and the location and movement of the tactile aid for that imagery. The lab section is where you will work with a partner giving or receiving tactile aid or work on yourself experiencing the imagery, usually in the constructive rest position, but also in sitting and standing positions, and while moving. This repetition deepens the re-aligning experience on all levels.

4. We want to bring to your attention the style of language that André Bernard chose. He very carefully thought out and honed his words to precision for imparting the information and especially the imagery that he taught. Although we are fully aware that grammatically it is correct to use the subjunctive, as if it were (with a past-tense verb), you will find throughout both workshops André’s very conscious choice to use this phrase with a present-tense verb, as if it is melting, as if it is hanging, etc. André chose his words out of a desire to be accurate in sensation rather than accurate in the rules of language. As thoroughly explained in the interview “The Images” (this page) and in “The Four Principles of Using Images” (this page), the imagery is always in motion, therefore the words must be in the present tense, to preserve the state of the imagery, which is happening now and is never ending.

5. While we had the benefit from learning with the Master André Bernard, you do not have that opportunity, but we would like to extend to you our availability for questions and further studies. Contact:

Wolfgang Steinmüller at: wolfstein@soma-institut.de

Ursula Stricker at: ursula.stricker@bluewin.ch

Nancy Lyons at: lyonsn@sonoma.edu

Trisha Agius at: premtrishaa@cs.com

We wish you all an amazing transformation of your being as you use these teachings from André Bernard. Enjoy!
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An Introduction to Ideokinesis

André Bernard

What has come to be known as ideokinesis is a discipline that employs the use of images as a means of improving muscle patterns. It is one of the oldest mind-body training techniques. The work was developed by Mabel E. Todd, a voice teacher from upstate New York who taught voice improvement in Boston near the time of the First World War. Sometime between 1900 and 1906, while she was in high school, she reportedly injured her back, which impaired her walking ability. As she moved on to college, she was constantly searching for a means of improving her condition. The doctors had told her that her walking ability would be impaired for life, but Todd was a very determined and feisty person, and she continued to search for and experiment with ways to correct her condition as she was teaching voice. The information she gathered in her search to find a way to improve her walking forms the basis of ideokinesis.

Todd not only corrected her condition but learned to walk again very well. She was noted for her ability to climb and descend stairs with extraordinary grace for the rest of her life. As her condition improved, she discontinued teaching voice and established a studio in Boston where she taught others with movement and postural difficulties to improve their own conditions. Toward the end of the 1920s she moved from Boston to New York City to teach this work at Teachers College, Columbia University. Her first book, The Thinking Body, was published in 1937, although some claim that an earlier edition came out in 1934. Prior to that, she had written short pamphlets, articles for the New England Journal of Medicine, and a syllabus for her students at Columbia University. She also gave lectures at the New School for Social Research in New York City. Asked why she had waited so long to publish her first book, Todd replied that since she was creating a new discipline, she wanted time to test its validity before publishing a book on it. Todd continued to teach into the 1950s and published her second book, The Hidden You, in 1953. She died in 1956.

Another pioneer in this work was Dr. Lulu Sweigard, who had been a student of Todd’s in the late 1920s at Columbia University. Dr. Sweigard taught the work at New York University from the mid 1930s through the mid 1950s when she retired. After leaving NYU she went on to teach at the Juilliard School of Dance, where she continued teaching until her death. Dr. Sweigard’s only book, Human Movement Potential, was published in 1974, shortly after her death.

The third major pioneer in the development of ideokinesis was Barbara Clark. Clark was a registered nurse who came to Todd in the early 1920s with a locomotion problem. Having had poliomyelitis as a child, Clark had a lot of difficulty with walking. Todd was able to help Clark correct that condition so that she was able to walk again very skillfully. Clark was so impressed with Todd’s work that she studied the work further and became one of the teachers at Todd’s Boston studio.

While in Boston, Clark specialized in teaching children. She left Boston in 1949 and came to New York, where she taught privately. She also assisted Dr. Sweigard at New York University. Instead of writing a book on ideokinesis, she wrote several “manuals,” as she called them. These have been reprinted in the book A Kinesthetic Legacy: The Life and Works of Barbara Clark, by Pamela Matt. Clark moved to Urbana, Illinois, in 1972, where she died in 1982 at the age of ninety-five.

Todd, Clark, and Sweigard are the major early pioneers in the development of ideokinesis, although there were others who made significant contributions. Many teachers of this work who are of the younger generation are also contributing to its further development.

Ideokinesis has many faces, many dimensions. In order to give you a wider understanding of its scope, here is a list of some of the identifying labels that have been used for the work: neuromuscular education, psychophysical education, psychophysiological education, psychomotor education, ideomotor education, structural hygiene, body mechanics, and physiophilosophical training.

The label ideokinesis was coined by the American piano teacher Bonpensière, who was popular in the 1920s and 1930s. Bonpensière, who used imagery in his piano teaching, invented the word ideokinesis from two Greek words, ideo (idea or thought) and kinesis (movement), to describe his piano teaching method. Sweigard borrowed the word from Bonpensière to describe her methodology. Ideokinesis can be translated roughly as “the image or thought as facilitator of the movement.” Ideokinesis began to be used as a label for the work after the publication in 1974 of Sweigard’s book, Human Movement Potential, in which she used the word.

In order to understand why imagery is used as a means of changing muscle patterns, one must understand what movement is. Movement may be defined as a neuromusculoskeletal event. This means that in order for movement to take place, all three of the systems alluded to in this definition—nervous, muscular, and skeletal—must be involved. Each system has its own specific role to play; the nervous system is the messenger, that is, it transmits impulses or messages to the muscles to contract or release; the muscle system is the workhorse or the motor system; the skeletal system is the support system that is moved by the work of the muscles.

The critical point to be aware of in order to understand how the image can change the muscle pattern is this: The nervous system is more than just a simple messenger. It also organizes the muscle pattern, and it does this on a sub-cortical level, that is, the level below consciousness. Let us also be clear about what the muscle pattern is. It is the complex of muscles that perform a desired movement: organizing the muscle pattern is a highly complex and sophisticated task.

It is fortunate that the nervous system does this for us below the level of consciousness. Not only do we not have to organize the muscle pattern consciously, but we should not attempt to do so, because this will interfere with the process. Our conscious role in movement is to focus on the movement, because the nervous system, in organizing the muscle pattern, is responding to the clarity of one’s concept of what the movement is. If the movement is not done well, it means the muscle pattern is poor, and the muscle pattern is poor because the “wrong” message (a faulty concept of the movement) has been sent to the muscles. This wrong message is the result of either a lack of clarity about what the movement is or a previously established poor muscle pattern associated with the movement. The objective is to change the message—that is, to rethink the movement in order to change the poor muscle pattern. This rethinking the movement is formed into an image and used as a means to change the muscle pattern.

The Lesson

The lesson is usually divided into two parts: lecture and laboratory. In the lecture part, basic concepts of anatomy, physiology, and body mechanics are discussed. The images used in the laboratory part of the class are based upon this discussion.

In the laboratory part of the class, the students pair off, with one partner giving assistance to the other mostly in the form of “tactile aid.” Tactile aid is a light touch—including stroking, tapping, or just holding—on the part of the body that is to be imaged. The touch can be stationary or moving. Its purpose is to clarify where the image is taking place and the direction in which the image is moving, bringing focus and kinesthetic awareness to the process. Tactile aid can be self-administered, but it is usually done by a partner or a teacher.

In the beginning classes, the students receive tactile aid in the “constructive rest position” (Fig. 2). The constructive rest position, or CRP, is one in which the student is lying on his or her back on a firm surface such as a floor or a table with a pad underneath. The legs are flexed so that the angle at the knee joints is about ninety degrees. A small pillow or piece of foam rubber is placed under the base of the skull and another under the balls of the feet; the arms are folded softly over the body; and a tie is tied slightly above the knees to prevent the legs from falling outward. While working in CRP the student must not engage in voluntary movement; instead, the student focuses on the given imagined movement(s). This process takes about twenty to thirty minutes. When the process is completed, the partners reverse roles.

The students are expected to practice CRP each day. At the next lesson (usually a week later), new images will be discussed and given to practice in CRP. When practicing away from class, it is not necessary to receive tactile aid. In later lessons, when the student has become proficient in the CRP, imagery is used in sitting, standing, walking, and during other simple movements.

Occasionally, after constructive rest, the group might improvise, playing and moving about freely, using the images practiced earlier in the class, as another way of incorporating their responses to the work.

Ideokinesis is not a quick fix. It is a thorough, long-term educational process, which helps improve not only the neuromuscular system but also all the other systems of one’s being. It leads toward the condition called homeostasis, which is a stable state of equilibrium among the different but interdependent elements and subsystems of the entire organism. This is experienced by a person as a general feeling of well-being, less fatigue from the day’s activities, and a dynamic relaxation that gives one greater freedom in movement and unleashes one’s creative powers.

[image: ]

2. In the constructive rest position the legs are folded, so that the angle in the knee joints is about ninety degrees. Imagine that the legs are pants that are hanging over a hanger in their creases. The hanger is hanging from above. If you think this image clearly and intensively, the back can easily release and settle to the ground.
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