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This book is an introduction to the mind/body method known as the Alexander Technique. Its aim is to help educate the reader as to the design of the human body and the means by which change of habit and attitude may allow the body to work with greater efficiency and ease. The Alexander Technique should not be attempted without the guidance of a fully certified Alexander teacher. The reader is also encouraged to consult a physician before beginning any new regimen of movement. The authors and publisher expressly disclaim responsibility for any unforeseen circumstances resulting from the use of any information or instruction described in this book.
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I was first introduced to the Alexander Technique when I was a student of acting in the Drama Division of The Juilliard School. The point I remember most vividly from the array of new ideas that were presented to us by our inspired teacher, Judy Leibowitz, was that our movement and posture were habitual: they were learned intuitively by observation and imitation, and that wasn’t necessarily good. In fact, to get optimum utility as well as maximum expressibility from our bodies and voices, we would have to relearn from scratch, or at least rethink, how to move and speak. This prospect seemed daunting but intriguing to me as an aspiring actor. As it turned out, the technique, which seemed at first inexhaustibly mysterious, turned out to be an accessible and most enjoyable discipline to learn and to practice.

The many obvious benefits that the technique afforded us as actors included minimized tension, centeredness, vocal relaxation and responsiveness, mind/body connection, and about an inch and a half of additional height.

In addition, I have found in the ensuing years great benefits in my day-to-day living. By balancing and neutralizing tensions, I’ve learned to relieve as well as to avoid the aches and pain caused by the thousands of natural shocks that flesh is heir to.

—KEVIN KLINE
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A secretary with an aching back, a mother with a stiff neck, a dentist with a stoop, a musician with pain in his shoulders, a lawyer feeling fatigued, an actor with vocal difficulties, an athlete with tennis elbow … what do they all have in common? They all suffer from excess tension and stress.

The Alexander Technique offers relief for these problems (in some cases eliminating them altogether) by getting to the root of the problem: misuse of the body. These and many other uncomfortable and painful conditions often result from poor posture and movement, which puts a great deal of strain on the body. The Alexander Technique is a subtle method for changing habits and attitudes, which releases the body and mind, enhances body awareness and functioning, and gives the body new freedom, coordination, and energy.

Here are some of the conditions that can result from poor posture and movement which can be alleviated by using the Alexander Technique:



backache

neck and shoulder stiffness and pain

bursitis

whiplash

“tennis elbow”

arthritis

disc trouble

breathing disorders

stress-related disorders

muscular tics and cramps

swayback

sciatica

pinched nerves

round shoulders

anxiety and tension



Many people believe that standing up straight is enough to improve poor body use. Unfortunately it isn’t. In general, good posture is defined as a static position, but unless good posture can be maintained in movement it is transitory and valueless. “Proper posture” conjures up visions of men in military uniform, finishing school students walking while balancing a book on their heads, or a Vogue model walking down a runway. “Stand up straight! Shoulders back! Chest up! Suck in your gut! Tuck your pelvis under!” are instructions you may have heard in gym classes, dance classes, or from your mother. If you try to follow this advice you may look a little straighter, but are you comfortable and can you move—or even breathe? You may be able to maintain this rigid position briefly, but chances are you will soon fall back into your old pattern of movement, or your movement will be tense and stiff.

When people decide to change something about themselves, they usually consider only the part that they want to improve. For instance, if a man wants to correct his round shoulders, he may exert muscle tension to pull his shoulders back. But inevitably the effort becomes a strain, and after a few minutes his introduction shoulders will round forward again. He may decide to do exercises to change the position of his shoulders, but if he exercises relying on his inefficient movement habits, the exercises often won’t change his condition.

The body functions with maximum efficiency when all its parts are in dynamic balance with one another. When excess tension is released, it is as if a heavy weight is lifted off the body; there is often a sense of relief and of wonder at how much easier movement can be. This letting go of excess tension helps the body release to its full height without straining, thus taking weight off of the joints so that they can move more freely. The Alexander Technique helps you achieve this freedom, not through programmed exercises, but through a mind/body awareness of how you are functioning in daily life.

The method is not just for people who are suffering from pain or stress; it can help anyone who is interested in learning how to move more freely and easily, look and feel better through improved posture and movement, feel more energized, and explore the connection between body and mind.
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The Alexander Technique was developed in the last decades of the nineteenth century in Australia by a young Shakespearean actor named F. Matthias Alexander. He suffered from chronic hoarseness when performing, and sometimes lost his voice completely. When neither medical treatment nor vocal study gave him more than temporary relief, Alexander decided to try to solve the problem himself. After many months of painstaking self-observation in a three-way mirror, he saw that the hoarseness was a result of vocal misuse but that this vocal misuse was not an isolated phenomenon. It was only one aspect of an overall pattern of poor functioning in his entire body. He could clearly see his body misuse in the mirror, but he could not feel it. Alexander discovered that every time he opened his mouth to speak he gasped for air, pressed his head down onto the back of his neck, and compressed his spine, which produced tensions throughout his body. His hoarseness was a result of this excessive tension. He had the same habits for everyday speech that he had for performing, but the habits were more pronounced with the added tension of projecting his voice.

This careful study in the mirror led Alexander to observe that he initiated all movement by pressing his head back and down and compressing his spine. It became clear that he couldn’t correct his vocal misuse without changing his mental concepts and the way he used his whole body.

The excessive tension in the muscles at the back of his neck, which pulled his head back and down was responsible for causing a chain reaction of pressure down through his spine, with accompanying tensions throughout his body. Experimenting on himself, he recognized that if he could prevent this retroflexion of his head, he would be able to change the way he used his whole body—he would be able to move much more freely and efficiently. When Alexander reverted to pressing his head back and down, his vocal problems returned. He could recognize when he was tensing while watching himself in the mirror and could then interrupt his habit. As his sensory perception improved, he was finally able to feel when he was misusing himself and was then able to maintain his improved body use without constantly checking himself in the mirror. Even after he was able to maintain good body use, he occasionally caught himself falling into his old habit of pulling his head back and down, but he could now use his newfound knowledge to correct his old habits.

Alexander noticed many changes in himself when he could prevent his habit of pressing his head down onto his spine. These included: a release of excess tension in his body, a lengthening of his spine in activity, greater freedom and flexibility in movement, more efficient breathing, elimination of his vocal problems, and improved posture and appearance.

He also found he had heightened awareness of himself on the following levels:



• kinesthetic—He became aware of (1) the feelings and tensions in his body and (2) his body in space.

• visual—He saw his habits more clearly.

• structural—He had greater knowledge of his anatomy and movement.

• intellectual—He was more clearly aware of his thinking process.

• emotional—He saw how he interacted and behaved with other people and his environment.



Alexander worked out the processes of his technique over nine years of self-study, using the tools of deductive reasoning and objective self-observation on both the physical and mental levels. He realized that his problem lay not only in physical misuse but also in the way he was thinking. He found that if reaching his goal (e.g., to speak) was the dominant factor, he would revert to his old habit. When he was able to prevent the pressing of his head down onto his spine, to keep the poise of his head and the lengthening of his spine, he was then able indirectly to achieve his goal, a free voice.

Alexander realized that he was responsible for his own behavior—only he pulled his head back, compressed his spine, shortened his torso, and created the tension that caused him to lose his voice. Above all, he knew that only he could change these conditions. He discovered that maintaining the poise of his head on his spine facilitated the lengthening of his spine, and these together allowed him greater ease and freedom in movement. He realized he could not separate the functioning of the mind from the functioning of the body. Finding a solution for his vocal problems drew Alexander into the realm of the whole psycho-physical being in activity. These discoveries led him to develop an organized method for the control and change of habit.

The habit that Alexander observed in himself—that of pressing his head back and down and compressing his spine—is an almost universal one. As he worked to change his habit, Alexander was forced to work with his mind/body as a totality. It led him on a journey of self-discovery. This journey could continue only if he freely maintained the poise of his head and the lengthening of his spine in movement. This is a journey we can all take if we start where he started—by stopping the old habit.

Alexander’s concept of mind/body integration was revolutionary in Western thinking of the time. Today many of us recognize that the mind and the body are so intricately connected that it is sometimes difficult to separate their functions. A person is made of many distinct parts that function together. The way to bring about significant change within the self is to deal with all the component parts, rather than individual ones. All of our activities, whether in movement or rest, involve the mind/body acting in unison.
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The Alexander Technique is not the same as yoga, transcendental meditation, massage, chiropractic, exercise, physical therapy, Rolfing, Feldenkrais, aerobics, self-hypnosis, biofeedback, posture training, or relaxation techniques. The technique is an educational process for learning about how to change the habits you want to change. Its objective is to maintain (both in movement and at rest) the poise of the head and the total lengthening of the spine.

The technique has traditionally been taught in one-on-one private lessons. The Alexander teacher communicates the principles of the method through verbal instruction and gentle touch. The teacher and the student work together to bring about change. In order to learn the Alexander Technique you need a series of lessons with a certified Alexander teacher. However, some of you may live in an area where no qualified teacher is available. In that case, this book will explain the basic principles of the method. Carefully reading about the Alexander Technique in Part I and applying the Leibowitz Procedures in Part II will help you gain a greater knowledge of how your body works, improve your sensory perception, and experience more free and efficient movement. It’s quite likely that you’ll look and feel better too!

The book has two parts. The first part is about the Alexander Technique: what its principles are, how the technique works, how it is taught, and what the student can gain from learning it. The second part is about the Leibowitz Procedures. The procedures show you ways of carrying out movement. They are movements that Judith Leibowitz developed and has taught at the Drama Division at The Juilliard School for more than twenty years.

Unfortunately, the Alexander Technique cannot be fully learned without the guidance of a certified Alexander teacher; as a result, this book is written primarily for those who would like to learn how their bodies are designed, and how they are meant to move with efficiency, flexibility, and ease.

This book is an introduction to how you can learn to consciously control what you are doing in all your everyday activities through the Alexander Technique. It is a process by which you can learn a great deal about yourself and how you interact in your environment. We hope that you will find it a pleasurable adventure.


THE

ALEXANDER
TECHNIQUE




PART I
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The
Alexander Technique



Judith Leibowitz’s Story [image: images]

Three weeks before my fifteenth birthday I was stricken with polio. I was completely paralyzed from the waist down. For about six months I lay in bed immobilized, completely dependent on others to help me move. The doctor told my parents that I would probably not walk again, but fortunately my parents didn’t tell me his prognosis. After months of very hard work with a physical therapist, I finally improved enough to walk with the aid of metal braces and crutches. Ultimately I discarded the braces and crutches and used only a cane for support. I walked with a pronounced limp.

I was taught that to maintain balance I had to pitch my body weight forward, so I carried my head and body in front of my feet. I stood and walked this way for a number of years. I felt erect in this posture, but unconsciously had to work very hard to keep from falling forward.

By my early twenties, I had reached the limit of healing that orthodox therapy at that time offered. Because I was a “good patient” and desperately wanted to be cured, I worked very hard at my exercises. In my effort to “get it right” I clenched my jaw, tightened my whole body, and held my breath as I tried to move a toe (I still have no working muscles in my toes) or exercised to strengthen my paralyzed muscles. This tension locked into and helped distort the shape of my body. My head pressed down on my neck, my neck angled forward, my whole body was compressed, my shoulders were rounded, the small of my back was arched, my chest was collapsed, and my body was twisted sideways at the waist. I got progressively worse as I continued trying to compensate for the increasing imbalance in my body. The harder I tried to get better, the worse I got.

My cousin was studying the piano with a teacher who recommended that all her students study the Alexander Technique. Her Alexander teacher was Lulie Westfeldt, who had also had polio and through the Alexander Technique had overcome many of her disabilities. My mother, who was always hoping for a cure for me, urged me to try it. Although I was skeptical, I finally agreed to take lessons and went for lessons, first with Alma Frank, then with Lulie Westfeldt. I had a year of weekly lessons. During my lessons, my teachers helped me release excess tension and stand more erectly. I would complain that I was falling over backward and felt terribly out of balance. When I was told to look in the mirror I was shown that although I was more erect than before, I was still pitched forward. Because I had been leaning forward for so many years, the pitched forward posture felt straight and standing straight felt as though I were leaning backward. It was only through the reassurance of my teachers and by looking in the mirror that I could see that what I felt and what was actually happening were two different things. My sensory awareness was not a reliable guide.

I suspected that intensive work in the Alexander Technique would bring even better results, so I decided to take a month’s leave from my job as a research chemist and took daily lessons. The improvement that took place in my body during that month was dramatic. My limp improved greatly. My body began to straighten out of its distortions, and I moved much more easily. As I became more aware of my habits of movement, I began to realize that in order to allow change to occur, I had to first give up my habits. I had accepted the fact that there are no “miracle cures” for polio since polio destroys the motor nerve cells and nerve cells do not regenerate. Although I wasn’t “cured,” I began to learn how I could change my habits of movement so that within my limitations I could operate at optimum efficiency.

I was excited when Lulie Westfeldt suggested I train to become an Alexander teacher. If I wanted to overcome the difficulties brought on by polio, I knew I had to keep up my daily work on myself; immersing myself in a training program would force me to continue my program on a daily basis. During the next two years my days were committed to learning how to teach the Alexander Technique. I took daily private lessons and a teacher-training class with other students, and I observed and assisted Lulie with her private students. I felt I would never be able to master the intricacies of teaching the Alexander Technique, but my own conditions were steadily improving. I walked with much greater ease and endurance. The physical distortions in my body due to the imbalance in my musculature began disappearing. Many movements that had been difficult became easier. At this point I could pick something off the floor without leaning on a chair or table for support. I lost my fear of falling. Occasionally I would stub my toe and since I don’t have the muscles in my feet and legs to counteract the imbalance, I would fall, but I learned to let go as I fell so I didn’t hurt myself. I was also able to pick myself up more easily. My mental and physical stress eased, and I developed a more positive and confident outlook. With an improved self-image, I opened up socially and discovered I could make friends easily.

In my second year of teacher training I opened up enough physically and psychologically to recognize my need for psychotherapy. Working in the Alexander Technique demands an objective study of oneself in both the physical and mental spheres. I applied this capacity for objective self-study to dealing with my emotional problems. My progress so impressed my therapist that he began to refer many of his patients for lessons in the Alexander Technique.

I graduated and, with great trepidation, began my private practice. I shared teaching space with a voice teacher who was a dedicated student of the Alexander Technique and who referred many of her pupils for lessons. This was my introduction to performing artists. However, my practice expanded, and I soon began to work with students from all walks of life. In helping my students experience and understand the Alexander Technique, my own understanding flowered. It was and is a growth process for both teacher and student.

After teaching for two years, I traveled to London to take daily lessons from F. M. Alexander. Although Alexander was in his eighties, he still taught full time, He was a great master, and work with him inspired me to delve deeper into myself—to understand more clearly the unity of the mind and the body. Working with him impressed upon me more than ever that the power to change my old movement habits lay within myself. It was only on my return from England that I began to believe in myself as a teacher. I was now wholly committed to the Alexander Technique. Just as a diabetic needs a daily dose of insulin, I needed my daily dose of the Alexander Technique. Teaching the technique provided a way of working on myself as I worked with others.

After two more years of teaching, I returned to England for another six weeks of work with Alexander. Soon after I returned to New York, Alexander died. Both my teachers in New York, Lulie Westfeldt and Alma Frank, had also died. I now had no “master teacher” whom I could ask for advice. Now I was wholly on my own.

The perfection of the human form as demonstrated by ancient Greek sculpture has always fascinated me. As an adolescent I spent many hours at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York studying and admiring these statues. I would go home and attempt to re-create their beauty in clay—but I never seriously considered studying sculpture until shortly after I started working with the Alexander Technique. The technique helped me free my body and also released my creative energies. I considered sculpting professionally—I was torn between the technique and sculpture. Both seemed to me to be full-time occupations. I decided that a daily “fix” of Alexander was a necessity, so I confined sculpture to the status of serious avocation. From my experience in sculpture, I was able to incorporate into my teaching a sense of form and three-dimensionality. The technique provides a potential for reshaping the body. Students often tell me they feel as though I am working with them like living sculpture.

I had been teaching for about ten years when several of my students expressed an interest in being trained as Alexander teachers. At that time their only alternative was to go to England to train, so they urged me to train them instead. With great misgivings and feelings of inadequacy I agreed. Two of this initial class of five are still teaching.

In 1964 the American Center for the Alexander Technique, Inc. (ACAT) was founded by four young teachers and myself. This was the first organized school in the United States to train and certify Alexander teachers. The first teacher-training class under the auspices of ACAT began in 1966, and teacher training at ACAT has continued uninterrupted since that time. I was director of the program until my retirement in 1981 and still serve on the faculty. ACAT offers a three-year teacher certification program that is approved by the Accrediting Council for Continuing Education and Training.

During these years I became more involved in working with actors. In 1968 John Houseman invited me to join the faculty in the new Drama Division of The Juilliard School. Since its inclusion in the Drama program in 1968, the Alexander Technique has gradually become an integral part of actor training at Juilliard.

My life is now occupied with teaching the Alexander Technique at The Juilliard School and in private practice, training Alexander teachers, and introducing and teaching the technique in various schools and acting companies. This has given me the daily involvement with the Alexander Technique that I need.

For me, the Alexander Technique is a process that is constantly expanding in scope, forcing me to reach deeper and deeper into all aspects of myself. Although the physical benefits are incalculable, the psychological benefits in growth, clarity in thinking, and the way I deal with my life are equally important. Having an awareness of myself and a means to change puts me in control. I know that I have a choice of behavior, and that is a freeing experience. I know that with the help of the Alexander Technique, I will continue to grow.



Bill Connington’s Story [image: images]

There was very little physical awareness in our family. Unlike other children, I was never told to stand up straight while I was growing up. Sports and other forms of physical activity were not considered important—studying hard and getting good grades were. My mother had studied modern dance at college, and she made sure that all of her children learned how to swim, but that was the extent of our physical life. My father and mother had both been poor in sports at school so we were told, “It’s alright if you don’t do well in sports. You’re just like us.” I grew up being frightened of physical activity and thought of myself as uncoordinated and awkward.

The first time I was made aware of how I was using my body was when I was seventeen and rehearsing for Romeo and Juliet. The ballet teacher who was choreographing the ball scene told me repeatedly to straighten up. I strained every muscle in my body to try to do as she asked. Sometimes she put her hands on my torso and pulled up, but to no avail. I couldn’t understand why she kept singling me out for correction. I looked around the room at the other actors and could see sagging and slumping bodies in leotards and tights everywhere. I looked in the mirror at my own body; it seemed to be fine. I literally could not see the shape I was in.

That fall I enrolled in the London Academy of Music and Dramatic Art to study acting. There was a great deal of emphasis on movement at the school. The faculty firmly believed that the actor’s body was an instrument and that to be used effectively had to be flexible and ready to move. To achieve this aim we had movement classes every day—mime, Spanish dance, modern dance, tap, and jazz; we also did physical warm-ups in our singing, acting, and speech classes. Almost permanently clad in black leotards and tights and facing myself in a mirror for hours a day, I began to see the sad state my body was in. I quickly realized the importance of good body use. I saw that if my body was tense—especially my neck and shoulders—my voice, which was so important for an actor, was restricted. If my voice was restricted, it sounded tight, closed off, and muffled. This restricted the emotion I could portray, and the end result was a less effective performance. Tension also led to some unattractive ways of moving, which I tried to hide by moving “gracefully.” In other words, I was an eighteen-year-old boy with a tense body, a high breathy voice, restricted emotions, and some mannered movement habits.

Luckily for me, during my second year at the Academy an Alexander Technique teacher named Glynn MacDonald was added to the staff. Her class quickly became the most popular in the school. When a student was having a tension problem in a voice class or couldn’t seem to get a scene right in acting class because of tensions or physical restrictions, the teacher or director would often say, “Talk to the Alexander teacher about this.” The classes were given in a tiny room in a little tower at the top of the school. There were four oval windows looking north, south, east, and west. For furnishings the room had a few chairs, a table, and a piece of paper tacked to the wall that said, “We can throw away the habit of a lifetime in a few minutes if we use our brains. F. M. Alexander.” I found this quote a little overwhelming, but I was willing to try.

At the first class Glynn got right to work with one of the students. She had him lie down on the table, and she put her hands gently on different parts of his body as the rest of us watched. After she worked for a few moments she said, “I suppose I better say something about what I am doing. I don’t want you to do anything. What I want you to do is nothing. I want you to leave yourselves alone.” I didn’t know precisely what she meant, but I was very relieved to hear those words. Eventually I discovered that she was asking us to release all the unnecessary tension in our bodies so that we could function more easily and efficiently. Most of the other teachers at the school were asking us to try hard to get something right, and here was someone who was asking us not to try so that the release would do itself.

The classes were great fun. Sometimes Glynn worked on us while we were lying down, sometimes while we stood or moved. At the end of our turn we all felt very light, free, and sometimes giddy. When I left the room I always felt as though I were floating. Unfortunately, my poor movement habits came back quickly after the lessons and I got tense again. As with any kind of study, it takes time to apply the work to your life. Glynn advised us to try “saying no” to our old movement habits in between lessons. We were to lie down on the floor with something to support our head and our knees bent and think our Alexander thoughts. We all did this religiously. I lay down on the floor every day to work on myself. For a long time nothing seemed to happen, though when I stood up after fifteen minutes or so I certainly felt less tense.

One day I was lying down and thinking the Alexander thoughts and suddenly my lower back, which had been arched, fell right back to the floor with a thump. I was startled at the quickness of it, and it helped me realize that I was even tighter than I had thought. The tension in my body contributed to my anxiety. I was so anxious to please and to do the right thing that it was difficult for me to make any type of decision—deciding what movie to see could be a monumental endeavor. As the stress in my body gradually eased, my thinking became clearer and decisions became easier for me to make. The experience with my lower back was important because it showed me that my mind could have an effect on my body in a way I didn’t know was possible. Just by “thinking it,” I could change the arch in my lower back.

I discovered that I was good in my movement classes. When I could free myself I had a natural grace. The ballet teacher even suggested that I train to become a dancer. She told me, “You have the smell of the dancer about you!” This was a somewhat alarming statement, but I took it as a compliment.

After I received my certificate, I moved to New York City to look for acting work. I decided to continue my study of the Alexander Technique by taking private lessons with Barbara Kent. Barbara helped clarify the technique for me and taught me how to apply it to my everyday activities. She also showed me how to extend my work on myself between lessons. After a year and a half of private lessons I was so fascinated that I decided that I would train to become an Alexander teacher.

At twenty-one I enrolled in the teacher training course at the American Center for the Alexander Technique. When asked about it afterward I said that my Alexander teacher training was the most exciting, the most tiring, the easiest, and the hardest thing I had ever done. What did I mean? It was hard because my habits were so ingrained. It was tiring because I was working to bring about a whole new way of using my body and mind, which takes a tremendous amount of concentration. It was the easiest thing I have done because the teachers at ACAT are tremendously supportive and nurturing—it is an excellent environment in which to learn. It was exciting because it was the beginning of an adventure, a way to learn about myself and how I interacted with everything around me.

After graduation, I continued to take private lessons and also worked with colleagues to improve my teaching skills. In addition to the students I taught privately, I taught small groups of performing artists at acting schools, movement schools, and universities. It was very helpful to teach so many students. Each student is different and teaches me different things.

Recently I have begun to act again. The Alexander Technique has unlocked a great deal of creative energy for me. In returning to acting I found that my breathing and voice were much freer, there was much less tension in my body, and I could allow the emotions of the character to flow more freely from a place deep inside me.

Without describing all the changes that have taken place in me, two stories will help illustrate my point. Toward the beginning of my teacher training I injured my feet and had to be fitted for custom orthotic devices. I remember looking at my feet (until my training I had been an unobservant person) and thinking, “It’s too bad I have such ugly feet. My toes are so twisted and distorted. Well, I guess I was just born that way and there’s nothing I can do about it.” I didn’t think about my feet much during the training. Soon after I got my certificate I looked at my feet and saw that my toes were straight. I took the orthotic devices out of the closet, and the only way I could fit into them was to tighten my foot muscles as hard as I could. Of course when I did that I had to hold my breath and tighten every muscle in my body. This made it clear to me that before training as an Alexander teacher, I had spent my life holding my breath and contracting my muscles; just holding onto my former tension for thirty seconds exhausted me.

Recently I discovered that the same overwhelming tensions had constricted my voice to an extent I had not realized. I had studied singing at acting school and found that I had a light baritone voice. It was not particularly strong, and my range was small. I hadn’t had singing lessons in ten years. I was with a friend who manages opera singers and began singing along with a duet that was playing on the tape deck. My friend said, “Bill, you have a nice voice.” I replied, “No, I have a pretty weak baritone voice and my range is only an octave and a half.” “There are more notes than that in your speaking voice,” she said, “and besides, you’re a tenor.” I went for a singing lesson and, sure enough, I turned out to be a tenor with at least an octave of notes I had never used in singing before. It was exciting to find the notes that I had always had but never knew about. Only by giving up my fixed idea about what my voice sounded like could I then be free to take a chance and explore my real voice.

When I first read Alexander’s quote, “We can throw away the habit of a lifetime in a few minutes if we use our brains,” I misunderstood it. I thought, “How could I possibly throw away a lifetime of habit in a few minutes?” I gradually realized that saying no to old habits is an ongoing process. I learned that I would have to throw away old habits over and over again, and that it is a wonderfully liberating experience.

The main tool that the Alexander Technique has given me is the freedom to make choices. I have made bold choices in my professional and personal life—choices that have come from my true self and that could be made because of the lifting of the old bond of restrictive habits. I look forward to continuing to explore other different directions—now knowing where they will lead but knowing I will be able to respond to new situations.


Using the Alexander Technique to Change Your Life [image: images]

All kinds of people come for Alexander lessons: people suffering from tension and stress, people with back or neck pain, people with poor posture, people whose occupations can cause bad postural habits (dentists, carpenters, computer operators, and mothers, for example), people who need to use their bodies well professionally (such as dancers, musicians, actors, singers, and athletes), and those who are interested in using the mind/body more efficiently and with more flexibility. You don’t have to have pain or suffer from poor posture to benefit from the Alexander Technique. People who use their bodies relatively well also benefit from learning how to use themselves better.

The following stories show how just a few people have been helped by the technique. These stories are based on real students we have had in our practices. (The names of the students have been changed.) We have included them to help illustrate what can happen during a course of Alexander lessons with a certified teacher of the Alexander Technique. Each situation and each student is different. Teachers have different styles, and what they choose to do in the lessons will depend on the particular student and what the teacher thinks is most important to work on at any one time. Nevertheless, we think that these case studies will give you a general idea of the Alexander process.

In many of the stories the students go through dramatic changes. Of course, not everyone undergoes such radical transformations. A student may want to have lessons to learn something quite simple, such as how to sit at a computer for long periods of time without getting a backache. But we wanted to show some examples of what can happen through the technique if the student works at it. You too can use the Alexander Technique to change your life if you choose.

KIMBERLY [image: images]

Kimberly is an executive in an investment banking firm who had excruciating back pain due to muscle spasm and sciatica. At her worst she couldn’t walk more than a few steps without severe pain. In efforts to get well she tried complete bed rest, osteopathy, chiropractic, physical therapy, and psychiatry, none of which were able to help her. She finally went to a neurologist and neurosurgeon who recommended back surgery to remove a disc. She remained in bed for two months to recover from the operation. She was persuaded by a friend to take Alexander lessons to aid in her recovery. She now says, “I learned how to use my body differently, which kept pressure away from the area that had been injured. It was absolutely essential to my complete recovery from surgery.”

She decided that her back pain came from a combination of stress, tension, and poor body habits. She had stood much too straight and stiffly as a result of bad ballet training. She was so stiff that when she moved she jarred her vertebrae and discs.



My surgery was successful, but I still had my old movement habits. I’m sure I would have fallen right back into them and hurt myself again if it hadn’t been for Alexander. I relearned how to use my back. I feel more comfortable and at home with my body, more expressive, more facile. Since I stand and move better, I look better in my clothes. The release of tension from my face and body muscles makes me look younger and feel younger, which of course makes me feel better. I firmly believe that some people can avoid back surgery through Alexander if their back trouble is caused by poor body use. Whenever I hear people complaining of severe back trouble or talking about the possibility of surgery, I march right up to them, whether I know them or not, and say, “Would you like twelve thousand dollars’ worth of advice? Try the Alexander Technique.”



REBECCA [image: images]

Rebecca was twenty-three when she first came for lessons. She had suffered from pain in the middle and upper back for three years and explained that her back felt frozen. She first noticed the pain when she had to sit for long hours in molded plastic chairs in college. Years before, she had been in a car accident, and she had suffered three concussions and strained her lower back as a result of sports in school. After tests, her doctor explained to her that she had swayback, hyper-flexible joints, and that the muscles along her spine were in constant spasm. He recommended that she do strengthening exercises for her upper back and also suggested that she take some Alexander lessons.

Rebecca dutifully joined a health club and worked out on the machines and found that her upper back muscles became more painful. After three months of working out, she went for Alexander lessons. After discussing her history of back pain, her doctor’s diagnosis, and her workout program, the teacher and Rebecca decided that Rebecca was using her body badly while exercising, thereby putting excess strain on herself, which led to an even more painful back. Rebecca asked if she should discontinue exercising. The teacher said that was up to her but if she continued, she should be careful not to use too much weight on the machines, make sure that she added weight slowly, and discontinue any exercise that produced pain. In addition she was to watch herself in the mirrors in the health club to monitor what she was doing with her body and make sure that she was not using too much effort or the wrong body parts to carry out an exercise. Rebecca took the teacher’s advice and changed the way she worked out, making good body use her main objective. After five Alexander lessons her pain had been greatly reduced.

Rebecca is an editor at a leading national magazine and spends most of her days sitting at her desk. By the middle of the day her back aches. She and the teacher spent a good deal of time focusing on how to sit well at a desk. Rebecca was diligent in practicing at work, and sitting gradually became much easier for her.

Rebecca is a woman of great intelligence and vitality, but she was very tense. She carried her shoulders high up near her ears, spoke in rapid spurts, and her words were often unable to keep up with her rapid thought process. Over time the Alexander lessons produced a personality change. She became more relaxed, and when the tension in her face cleared up and the worry lines between her eyebrows faded away, she became even more attractive. Her speech slowed down so she was easier to understand, and she made her points more clearly when speaking. Her friends and associates noticed the change. She had lost none of her drive or energy; she had simply learned how to focus it better.

ELAINE [image: images]

Elaine first heard about the technique from listening to a man and wife describe it on a radio program. “They said you could be almost like a rag doll and let all the tensions drain out of your body at will. And I said, ‘Oh my god, that’s wonderful, I’d like some of that.”’ But at that point Elaine had young children and there weren’t any teachers near by. Twenty years later, her children had grown and she moved to New York City. She took a job that she knew wouldn’t challenge her, but she needed the money. She says:



I didn’t know if I could handle not being challenged at all; I thought that I would just dissolve. My daughter said to me, “You are always talking about the Alexander Technique”—it had always been in the back of my mind—“Why don’t you start it now? It would give you an extra thing to think about.” So I started lessons, first once a week after work, then twice a week. It was the best thing I have ever done for myself. Now, at the age of sixty-three, there are more possibilities open for me, more yearning for growth than there was twenty years ago.



In describing her Alexander teacher, she said, “I had never had anyone touch me in this way. It felt as though I was not being touched, but butterflies were lighting on me.” Every teacher’s touch is different—some are light, some are firmer—but Elaine is referring to a delicacy and an unpushed quality of touch that every certified Alexander teacher has. “After my lessons I felt different than I had ever felt before. I had a tremendous feeling of lightness. After my lessons my earlobes became very hot—that came from the increased circulation that came coursing up through my neck and head and went into spaces that it had never been allowed into before. I was captivated. This is the first thing in my life that I am doing exclusively for me. As a family woman, that’s something very different.”

JIM [image: images]

Jim, thirty-seven, was referred by a friend for Alexander lessons. Jim had been a professional dancer for fifteen years. He had studied modern dance, but had danced mostly with ballet companies. He had quit dancing two years previously due to an injury. He had injured his left big toe while dancing several years before but kept dancing with the injury. The toe swelled a great deal, and this led to a tightening of his whole left foot, which decreased its mobility. He had tried several therapies, which had helped ease the pain to a certain extent.

Many people think that since dancers use their bodies professionally, they use their bodies well. This is not necessarily the case. Dancers are just like everyone else; some of them use their bodies well, others do not. Dancers (especially ballet dancers) must display a specific type of grace and alignment while they are performing. Often they tighten their bodies terribly to assume the positions they are asked to take to perform the movements of the dance. While they are able to maintain the alignment on stage, some of them collapse and slump offstage—or continue to use excess tension to maintain their erect posture. Jim was one of those dancers who used too much tension to maintain erect carriage. He pulled his chest up too far, threw his shoulders back, and pushed his ribs too far forward, which also swayed his back and tightened his legs. The tightness in his legs exacerbated the tightness in his feet. He did not realize that these things were happening in his body, but once the teacher pointed these things out he worked on himself a great deal between lessons. Over time, Jim’s patterns of physical misuse greatly improved, and his left foot became much more flexible. The Alexander Technique helped Jim to free his body and move in a very different way.

Jim is an exercise instructor and a personal trainer, so he began to work on himself, and also began to introduce the Alexander concepts in his classes to make sure that his students didn’t overexert themselves during their workouts. His clients find that they are now able to get good workout results with less effort.

DAN [image: images]

Dan felt very uncomfortable with his body; it felt stiff and tight. He knew that he had poor postural habits, but he didn’t know how to correct them. He tried taking yoga four or five times a week and injured himself over and over again by overstretching. A personal fitness instructor worked out with him a couple of days a week, but he encountered the same problem with overstretching. His head, neck, and shoulders seemed glued together. One day in yoga class Dan was lying down on a mat doing exercises and when he was finished he couldn’t get up. He had pushed two of his vertebrae so far out that they wouldn’t come back. A chiropractor snapped the vertebrae back into place, but because his movement habits were still bad, he had to go back constantly for adjustments. As an accountant, Dan was slumped over his desk during the day. “I felt I was trapped in my body, that I didn’t know how to get out of it—I was in a major tunnel and there was no way to break out of the shell that was binding me. It was my habits that were binding me and I didn’t know a way to get out of the endless loop.”

A friend recommended the Alexander Technique and Dan decided to take lessons three times a week because of the seriousness of his condition. Soon after starting his lessons he stopped going to the chiropractor. “I realized I didn’t have to go to the chiropractor any more. I used to be very resentful of going to him. I would go for my adjustment at lunch time, I’d be back at my office an hour later and I would be slumping; by the end of the afternoon I knew I was almost right back where I was before the adjustment. The chiropractor lengthened my spine much too quickly. The speed of the physical change made me feel open and vulnerable. I was afraid because the adjustment was so quick. It’s very different from working with an Alexander teacher who may prod and encourage the student all the way, but she never takes me beyond what I can handle.”

Eventually Dan was able to sit at his desk for quite a long time with no pain if he remembered that the pain was caused by something he was doing and he took the time to use the Alexander Technique. He is now pain-free. “The technique taught me to trust my body, not to fear it. I always thought I was brittle and I would break easily. The technique empowered me. I’ve grown an inch and three quarters. I look at myself in the mirror now and I almost look athletic compared to what I used to look like. It’s shocking to me all the changes I’ve made.”

JANE [image: images]

Jane is a thirty-three-year-old lawyer who was referred for Alexander lessons by a friend, who had taken Alexander lessons twice a week during her recovery from back surgery and found them invaluable. Nine years before, Jane had bad sciatica down her left leg and was told by her doctor to stay in bed for three months. The sciatica continued to bother her for a year and a half after she completed her bed rest. She had to lie down often to relieve the pain. Recently she had been told by her doctor that her back was continually in spasm and she also had spasm in her neck. This time her doctor had recommended three weeks in bed. When Jane came for lessons she found it difficult to move because of the pain and the muscle weakness from the bed rest.

Jane’s progress was slow and steady. At first any kind of movement was difficult for her, so the teacher chose to do extensive work on the table along with very simple work on sitting and standing. Gradually Jane’s neck and back began to free up. It was difficult for the teacher to move Jane’s head from side to side because her neck was so tight. These and other movements became easier with time. In the beginning she came to her lessons wearing a neck brace because the cab rides on New York’s bumpy streets were so stressful for her neck. Eventually she was able to stop wearing the brace to her lessons.

After a few months of lessons, Jane was able to relax and enjoy the process more. Chronic pain can often make a person fearful and overly careful. As Jane became more able to let herself go and try new movements in her lessons, this new freedom extended beyond her lessons. She looked taller and more relaxed and moved with a new ease. Once Jane was past the most critical stage, her teacher could focus more attention on teaching Jane how to apply the Alexander Technique to her daily life.

KATHERINE [image: images]

Katherine was in an accident, and for three years afterward she had to deal with a progressively disintegrating disc. At one stage she was in bed most of the time. After five months of bedrest, she became depressed and was afraid that she might end up in a wheelchair if the condition continued to get worse. She was in a lot of pain, on a high dosage of drugs and was two weeks away from having a spinal fusion operation when:



I stumbled on the Alexander Technique at a child’s birthday party right before I was scheduled for surgery. Someone described it to me and I thought, “Oh this is ridiculous. This is flaky.” But on second thought something clicked with me and I thought, “Oh, why not try this?” and I went and had lessons. I immediately understood that there might be some way through this work that I could help myself. The technique showed me that I could take some responsibility for my own healing and my own well-being. Since I had used my body a lot in dancing and sports, I realized that I had done these activities in a way that had exacerbated my condition and that caused me pain. It was a very freeing experience understanding I could somehow take charge of what was going on.



At her first lesson Katherine had moments of being pain-free for the first time in months, but this condition didn’t last. She decided to take lessons three times a week, and in two months she felt much better. “It was the only thing in my life at that time that made me feel less depressed. I felt like it was doing something.” She did not have the spinal fusion operation. For her, the technique has been a growth process, an exciting voyage. She has seen that she can have choices in life, and this has given her a sense of liberation.

MIMI [image: images]

Mimi was a twenty-two-year-old actress and singer who was referred for Alexander lessons by her singing teacher, who observed that Mimi held a great deal of tension in her body. Mimi had difficulty feeling this tension but gradually learned to see it when it was brought to her attention. She could then notice her tension habits while she was singing and in her daily life. The singing teacher pointed out that the tension was inhibiting her singing voice—it was tightening her throat, which restricted the sound, and tightening her ribs and diaphragm, which restricted her breathing. The singing teacher attempted to help Mimi with her tension but then decided to refer her to a certified Alexander teacher instead.

The Alexander teacher could see that although Mimi did not feel much pain or discomfort in her back, her back was quite twisted and her lower back was very arched. In addition, one of her legs was twisted because of muscle tension—this was not a structural problem. Because of her unreliable sensory awareness, Mimi felt at first that the teacher was twisting her, when in fact the teacher was helping her straighten out, but Mimi responded well to the lessons and her body began to change rapidly. Within a few months the singing teacher had noticed a dramatic change in the way Mimi stood and the way she sang. She no longer tightened her neck and tensed her shoulders as badly when she sang, which helped her singing. The singing teacher was so impressed that she sent several other students for lessons.

BRIAN [image: images]

Brian is a sixty-seven-year-old social worker who was referred for Alexander lessons by his physician. He had a troubled medical history: His right leg gave him great pain when he walked, and he wasn’t sure why. Physical therapy didn’t seem to help; he had had two laminectomies and had tried acupuncture and had had two strokes. Brian had always been physically active, and now the pain in his leg was restricting his physical activity. He was an avid hiker, but now he often fell on the trail.

Brian was forthright in telling the teacher that he didn’t know what the Alexander Technique was, had never heard of the method, and was skeptical. He was resistant during the first lesson, but the teacher persisted and used humor to try to get the points across. At the end of the lesson Brian still had some pain, but the teacher had been able to help Brian walk without the limp that he had had for several years. Brian said, “I have no idea what you just did, and I am still somewhat skeptical, but I would like to come for some lessons.” His resistance was much lessened in the second lesson, and he became more open as time went on. His walk became more even and less jerky, and after a few months his pain was greatly lessened. He continued to be troubled by falls while hiking, but his posture was much more upright and he was less tense in movement and at rest.

JUNE [image: images]

June is a physical therapist who was living and working in Florida when she first heard about the Alexander Technique. She had a cousin in New York studying at Juilliard who had a terrible back problem that June tried to manage from Florida. She sent her cousin to a number of famous doctors who dealt with back problems, but they were unsuccessful in helping her. Finally June’s cousin called her and said that her friends at The Juilliard School had suggested that she see an Alexander teacher. She asked June what she thought.



I said I had no idea, but I was certainly open to hearing what it was about. I called the Alexander teacher and asked her to tell me about the technique. I talked to her for ten minutes and it sounded interesting. I told my cousin to do it—it wouldn’t hurt her. After about two weeks of lessons my cousin was sitting at the piano, pain-free. (This was after four months of pain.) I flew to New York to meet the teacher. I took a lesson, and I observed a lesson. I had a lightbulb experience; it was the missing piece. As a physical therapist I could always get my patients to feel better with the use of my hands, but I couldn’t get them to stay better. This was a tool that someone could use to stay better once they had recovered. A few months later an Alexander teacher taught an intensive five-day workshop in Florida that I took. I was so excited by the technique I brought Alexander teachers down to Florida so I could study, and I arranged other Alexander work for them. Every six months or so I flew to New York to take lessons.



June feels that the Alexander Technique is a tool that people in the medical community should know more about. She told us that the World Health Organization considers pain as one of the major hurdles in health care today, and that the method is an excellent way of working with those who have back problems or musculoskeletal pain.

KEN [image: images]

Ken was a very enthusiastic pupil of thirty. He was an actor and worked as manager of an antique store. He was physically fit and had lots of energy. Whatever his acting teacher asked him to do, Ken would do immediately and with all his energy. Unfortunately, in using all his energy, he was also using an enormous amount of tension. Ken was hyperactive—he spoke very loudly and quickly, and his voice was breathy. The head of the acting studio Ken attended suggested to Ken that he could use some lessons in the Alexander Technique.

During the lessons, Ken would realize how much tension he was using and would give up that tension very well. This had the effect of relaxing him so much that he almost fell asleep while working lying on the table! At the end of the lesson, he would speak in a normal tone of voice with less breathiness and increased resonance, and his movements were not so tense and jerky.

After several months, these changes had carried over into his daily life, and this helped him in auditions and while performing on stage. There was a significant personality change as he held less and less tension. He was much less frenetic, and seemed more open and confident.

HENRY [image: images]

Henry, a professional writer, had a bad back; it was chronically tense and in muscle spasm. He tried everything—chiropractic, physical therapy, shiatsu, Reiki, Swedish massage, and acupuncture—and it did not help appreciably. He was in so much pain that he could never get comfortable or sit still.



I was at the last preview performance of Phantom of the Opera before it opened on Broadway. It was a very hard ticket to get and it was a very high-falutin’ audience. I was extremely uncomfortable physically so I shifted around, cracking my neck, stretching, or moving around every thirty seconds. The man behind me leaned forward and said, “Would you please stop moving.” I was so embarrassed by my problem that I said, “I have a fractured vertebra and I have to move,” and he said, “I don’t care.” Things like that happened all the time. It was a drag.



Then Henry’s right hand and arm started to get numb, particularly after he had been writing. He was concerned that something was seriously wrong, so he went to a neurologist who ran tests. The neurologist told Henry that his back was in chronic spasm and recommended Alexander lessons.



From the first lesson my back started to relax because I had something conscious to do to help myself. I realized immediately at the first lesson that I wasn’t going to have this bad back for the rest of my life, that I would be able to help myself. My attitude toward my back had been that it was going to be trouble my whole life, and although some days would be better than others, it would never get better. My first lesson cheered me up considerably. I soon realized that not only would I have good and bad days, but I would have perfect days. People who hadn’t seen me in a while after I started lessons were struck by my appearance. They didn’t know what was different until we would sit down to eat and they would realize that I wasn’t shifting around to stretch my back out like a contortionist. My demeanor had changed. I am much more relaxed. Occasionally I will get tight again, but I now have a way to get myself out of trouble.



MICHAEL [image: images]

Michael is a successful working actor who began studying the Alexander Technique because of general discomfort and tension. He was making good progress in releasing his tension until he was cast in a role that required him to express anger throughout the performance. Although he had never suffered from vocal problems in his many years of performing, after acting in the play for a few weeks he began to lose his voice at every performance.

One day he came to his Alexander lesson voiceless. He had come straight from a situation that had infuriated him but in which he could not express his anger. It was obvious to both the teacher and Michael that this unexpressed rage had caused him to lose his voice. During the lesson he released the tension that blocked his voice and we discussed how he could deal with his response to anger. He realized that since childhood, when he had not been allowed to express his anger, he had reacted to anger by compressing his throat and blocking the natural freedom of his vocal mechanism. It was this habitual response to anger that he brought each night to the performance. Within a week his understanding of his habit enabled him to change his physical response to anger and to begin to express the anger of the character he portrayed without damaging himself.

BUD [image: images]

Bud had surgery on his back for a slipped disc. Afterward his orthopedist told him that he had an “unstable back,” meaning that his back would continue to go out if he overstrained it. After his surgery he developed inflammation of the middle lining of his spinal cord. The continuous pain led to problems in his legs, producing numbness and tingling, which made it difficult to walk. His treatment included physical therapy, bio-feedback, self-hypnosis, and several different kinds of medications. One of the medications stopped the pain effectively but made him so sleepy that he couldn’t function. The pain clinic gave him a series of nerve blocks and accidentally hit his spinal cord, so Bud ended up flat on his back for two weeks in terrible pain. When he got up, his upper back was in knots. At that point his doctor sent him for Alexander lessons. The technique helped him clear up ninety percent of his upper back spasm. It took longer to help him with his lower back and shoulders. The teacher helped Bud develop a daily program that was similar to the procedures at the end of this book. Because of the instability in his back, Bud will probably never be totally pain-free, but he now has a tool to help relieve his pain. Bud’s back went out recently after spending the day raking leaves. However, he was able to get out of it by doing his Alexander procedures, and by staying in bed for two weekends. (Before his lessons, he had to spend three weeks in bed to recover from an attack.) He feels that the Alexander Technique should be part of hospital pain clinics to help recovering patients learn how to maintain good body use in daily life to help prevent patients from reinjuring themselves, and also for pain relief.

HELENE [image: images]

Helene won a singing competition and was reluctant to take the prize, which was to sing in a recital at Avery Fisher Hall with an orchestra and other singers. But she decided to do it. At the concert, she was first on the program. She didn’t realize how important it was to her or how nervous she was—even though everyone important in music was there. In the middle of her aria there were five bars when the orchestra played alone:



I thought to myself, “this isn’t so bad.” I had not been looking at the orchestra or the audience. I had been keeping my eyes on the conductor. I finally did look out at the audience and at that moment the orchestra made an incredible crescendo that I didn’t remember them making at rehearsal, although they must have. I felt like someone slapped me very hard with the side of their hand in the nape of my neck. My knees went weak and I could hardly breathe and I thought I was going to fall down. I remember thinking, “If I can just stand up, I can sing.” It never occurred to me that maybe I couldn’t keep singing. I tried to find something to hold onto. I turned to look away from the audience and toward the conductor’s podium to see if I could get there and hold on to it—I couldn’t move my legs. At this time everything was in slow motion. It was like looking in the wrong end of binoculars, everything was so distorted. My eyes went back to the audience and they looked a million miles away. The next thing I remember, someone had grabbed me. I don’t remember anything else until I woke up backstage. A doctor there was asking me if I was pregnant and the producer of the concert was holding my hand saying, “Don’t worry, you’ll put this in your memoirs.” I didn’t know what had happened.

I realized that how well I sang had no value—whether I was good or bad didn’t matter if I couldn’t function in the concert hall. I might as well never have studied voice at all. I was in such a state of panic. It was the most incredible thing I have ever, ever experienced; I was literally overwhelmed with fear.



The morning after the concert she had to start a solo concert tour. The only way she could do the tour was by telling herself that the worst thing that could ever happen did, and would probably not happen again. An hour after her return from the tour she called an Alexander teacher someone had recommended. An intensive amount of the Alexander work completely eradicated her problem. When asked how she had changed because of the Alexander Technique she answered, “I haven’t changed, I have metamorphosed. What looked like change was potential that was always there and unavailable to me. My fears, my anxieties, and my feelings of low self-worth stopped me from tapping into my natural functioning. It changed everything.” The technique affected her life offstage:



My personal life is completely different. What I give and what I ask for in relationships is on a much higher level—much more reasonable, intelligent, and congruent with who I am and who the person is. I don’t ask things of people when those people can’t really give it. I don’t persist in being in relationships when they really don’t work. The Alexander Technique is the single most important thing I have ever done in my life. If I had to go back and choose one tool for my whole life, I would choose the Alexander Technique.
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