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“If we do not know what we are doing, we cannot do what we want”
(Moshe Feldenkrais)

For close to 50 years, Moshe Feldenkrais has been developing
a learning system to enhance our awareness of movement, to improve its
quality, and to expand its repertoire. His method conveys practical
strategies and attitudes simultaneously with a philosophy for learning.
Through this practice it is the quality ¢f the whole of our lives that
can blossom: knowing what we are doing, we can do more of what we want,

Group or individual lessons

Group lessons of the Feldenkrais Method are called “Awareness
Through Movement”. Using verbal instructions, the teacher leads the
group through movement sequences that create an opportunity for exploring
habits and discovering new possibilities. The movementsare done slowly,
aost of the time on the floor. They present challenges in coordination;
differentiations or isolations of body parts; eimple locomotion; twisting,
rolling, etc. Often, the moveaents are non-habitual, unexpected. The
pupils are invited to bring to what they do, an "attention without tension®.
One learns to determine from an ianer semse. what is comfortable and ap=
propriate for oneself. Qne learns that jt is in bypassing the limitations
that one can surpass thex. Individual lessons of the Feldeankrais Kethod
are called "Functional Integration”. In these private lessons, the Felden-
krais practitioner uses touch more than words to guide & pupil's movement,

Some of the roots of the method

Moshe Feldenkrais, who is now 78, is a physicist and engineer,
recognised in these fields for his inventions and research. That back-
ground has undoubtedly rooted his conception of the human body as a
*physical reality”: weights and masset organized in space, as well ag an
interaction of forces, resulting in standing, moving and acting. Felden-



rrais was &lso one of the first judo black belts of Burope and he is the
author of several books on that subject. Thus his movement work includes
this "oriental vision" of harmonious and efficient movement, utilizing

minimal energy.

An avid student of neurophysiology and psychology, Feldenkraic
has made important contributions in these areas 4. On one hand, he pro-
poses that our sensations, thoughts, and emotions are the result of our
movement. On the other hand, he suggests that movement is the only aspect
of ourselves which we have the power to reorganize. Thus, movement is of
primary lmportance in his approach. Probably the most important contri-
bution which Feldenkrais has brought to our era is this understanding and
concretizing of some of the essential elements of the learning process of
the nervous system: <that is, how do we learn. In the human infant, most
movement is mot instinctive. It has t0 be learned, more or less in its
totality. We thus learn our own ways of crawling, standing up, walking,
talking and of doing things. Since these ways of moving are relatively
efficient and satisfying, we stop looking for others. 4fter that, we
repeat the use of thesr leaxrmed patterns that have become habitual., we
use habtits without any longer knowing how in fact we do it. we may even
believe that “this is how we are made". But, and this iec one of the very
important notions in present neurophysiology, our nervous system is emi-
nently plastic, malleable. what we "simply” need to do is to create the
conditions to put it back on the path of learninmg: starting from where we
left off, continuing on the road of the development of our potential, crca~
ting new circuits., Through a playful kind of learning, the kind children
do, spontaneously, we can find alternatives for the difficulties we en-
counver and als."aerated our creatdvity.

Guidelines for the development of the mervous system

The Feldenkrals Method creates the concrete canditions that best
allow our nervous systems to learn.. Thus emphasis is on the inner experi-
ence rather than on the performance itselfs .0ne lsarns to guide ecne's move-
ment according to the inner semsation of it rather than by its appearance.



It is only by recognizing the intermal quality, the flavor, of what I do
that I can integrate feedback from the “outside®. Otherwise, I am limited

to relying on the "outside" to know if what I do is good and appropriate.

Luring the lessons, the directions "Go slowly. Do not farcey*
are repeated over and over. If we want to perceive new avenues and exp.ore
ne w roads, and if we want to experience the pleasure of discovery along
the movement way, we must allow ourselves time to be sensitive. For lear:
ning. we need trial and error space. Isn't learning a production of many
vrials and errors, with a progressive choice of the one orgamization of
ourselves that suits best our intention? Once the learning is estahlished
that is once the "parasitic movements" are eliminated, one may choose to
accelerate the pace, progressively, according to intention. A n&i povement,
one that feels good, can thus be integrated into the repertoire of “"move-
ments that I can do". 4 new road joins the inventory of roads once ta.ken.s
It can then be used to attain a given goal. More and more one trusts one's
recources  to do what one wants. When the leirning is done, the performing

can come.

The Feldenkrais Method also suggests moving and exploring move=
ment within the limits of our comfort. If I have pain or fear, I am less
available for learning since I must defend against that paih or fear. Also,
in the Feldenkrais perspective, the pain or fear is the result of what I do
to,or with myself, though most of the time, it is "without me knowing” how

I am creating it for myself. Feldenkrais® approach is to do things for the
pleasure that they kWring, avoiding the creation of pain and fear. The re-
sult, the product, comes as a fringe benefit of a pleasurable process. This

strategy first renders the learning pleasant in itself, 4nd, is it not more
likely that I will adopt a new movement or a nex behavior if it has been
learned in a context of pleasure, where laughter or a disorsetr immer o . .
srile has been present.

Nonetheless, the Feldenkrais Method presents a challenge to our
"bodily inteligence". Unexpected, sometimes apparently impossible movements



are presented. This creates a stimulating experience. Giving the nervous
system mhlm to solve provokes inveatien. of lea becomes

At this 'harder. "uha.t appears to be hposnihla beconea posa.ible then easy
and comfortable, and finally, esthetically satiafying for the one who moves®,

A_specific relevance to dance

In the course of t.his_ process, many specific needs of dancers can
be met. Obviously, one develops.. the basis of movement. Coordinmatien,
alignment, orientation, support, balance, releasing, strength, optimal use
of energy, breathing, all are drawn to attention and developed by learning.
The repertoire of movements in itself is hroadened. Suppleness is “figured
in®, Addressing the nervous system, rather than the muacles, the method
calls for the aware body to release rather than the mechanical body to be
stretched. One learns to let go of muscles rather than pulling on thea,
against omeself. te > [ 8
because we oyxselves are contracting themie.- Suppleness is also acquired in
as much as we become aware that the person is a whole. & rigid area is often
perceived as such bacause it is trying W compensate for other rigidities,
situated eisewhere in the organism.

Many people come to the Feldenkyais Method to find altermatives
for their pains and problems with backs, knees, necks, ankles, etc. Once
again, these "bodily evel.is" are perceived as the symptomatic result of an
inappropriate use of the c.ianism, seen globally. In this conteXt, the Fel=
denkrais Method is noi directed toward healing the symptoms but rather with
learning. it teaches us how to find alternatives. It conveys new infor-
mation to the nervous system, giving it choices. Finally, from the ~“pre=-
ventive perspective, this method is & basic teaching of the art of self- -
maintenance in movement: ackmowledging our limits and surpassing thea intel-
ngently.

As well, the learning of new and/or difficult movements becomes
more accessible. Knowing concretely how to create the learming conditions



already mentioned, one becomes able 0 tesch oneself what one wants to do
or what one is required . to do.

Through this process of the Feidankrais Method, our imagination
and creativity also develop. we identify our perscmal styles. ke learn
to familiarize ourselves with novelty, to appreciate our spontaneity, to
trust our intuition, our nervous systea, our organiam, eurselves. More and
more we find the strength and wisdom to become what we really are,
Obviously, this is beneficial to dance in composition and improvisatien,
as well as in rehearsing and performinge The awareness through movement
is also an important basis for stage presence: isn't inhabited movement
the support “par excellemee for the projection of oneself?

Finally, other than these contributions to “the dance that we do*,
and to "the dance that we show", the Feldenkrais Method has a definite
application to "the dance that we teach: knowing bettex how to:do it.ourselves,
we.can obviously convey it to others more effectively.

From the dancing body to the 2 gelf
“"How can we know the dancer from the dance?” (w.B, Yeats, in "Among School Children".

It is a widespread conception that in dance, the body is the
tool, the instrument. what Moshe Feldenkrals' appreach points out is that
movement is the specific nature ana eXpression of living organisams, of life
itself. Muscles and bones, organs, and krain and nervous system, form the
whole body-mind compleX that some of us now refer to, in the holistic fash-
‘fon,, as the "son&*. In that perspective, dance is movement of the whole
seif. Developing our movement possibilities is thus developing our whole

sensing, feeling, thinking and dancing self,



Notes

1 The major part of this article was originally published in French, in
the mo/bec dance magazine "M", vele 2, nee-2,1982, under the title
“La pmethode Feldenkrais et la danse”,

2 The author wishes to thank Gurney Bolster for her comments and sug~
gestions on both versions of the articles Thank you also to Pat and

Texrry for their editing and “poetic” comments en the English version.

3 Yvan Joly is a psycholegist, movement educator and improvisation dancer
from Montréal, Quebec. He has studied the Feldenkrais Method since 1975

and is currently pursuing his professicnal training with Moshe Feldenkrais,

4 Books by Moshe Feldenkrals:

-Body and Moture Behaviour. New-York: International Universities Prese, 1948,
nesas Thro Novement? New=~York: Haxper and Row, 1972,

=The case of Nora. New=York: Harper and Row, 1977.

=The Elusive ubviouse Cupertino, CA: Meta Publications, 198l.

5 Robert Frost wrote a poem entitled.™fhe Road Mot Taken? The end of the
last verse reads: T™o roads diverged in a wood and I =

I toock the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference !



